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Introduction 
Ruth Vanita 


Ata critical moment in Deepa Mehta's film Fire, Sita remarks to her lover Radha, 
“There is no word in our language to describe what we are or how we feel for each 
other.” To which language does she refer—Punjabi, some variant of Hindi, Urdu, 
or, more likely, some combination of all three? We do not know because on screen 
the characters speak English. In this metonymic moment, two things happen: 
English is disowned as “our language” (even though Indians have been speaking 
English for two hundred years) and “our language” is framed as a catch-all unnamed 
Indian language that lacks any word for same-sex identities or relationships. 

Sita’s (Mehta's) comment reflects an idea dominant in academia today—that 
prior co late-nineteenth-century European sexologists’ and psychologists’ inven- 
tion of labeled identity categories such as invert, homosexual, lesbian, and heterosexual, 
inchoate sexualities and sexual behaviors existed but were not perceived or named 
as defining individuals, groups, or relationships. For those who accept this for- 
mula, it follows that in parts of the world where these categories are not yet widely 
known, people do not perceive even long-term same-sex relations as significant 
markers of identity or personality. Hence the tendency of queer theorists to avoid 
using terms like homosexual to refer to persons or relationships in earlier periods of 
Euro-American history or in places other than the first world today. 

This formula has been challenged by several historians of Europe who have 
pointed to the use of terms like Ganymede, tribade, Sappbist, and even lesbian as early 
as (in one case) the centh century, and certainly from the Renaissance onward, to 
mark individuals habitually given to same-sex sexual relations.” In the context of 
South Asia, Michael Sweet and Leonard Zwilling have demonstrated the formu- 
lation of sexual categories in Hindu and Jain texts as early as the sixth century 
B.C.E., it is evident that the Kama Sutra (fourth century C.£.), while mentioning 
casual sexual relations between “men,” also classifies men who prefer men as “the 
third nature”; and scholars of the medieval Islamicate have written both on male- 
male love and on the representation of female-female love by male writers.> 
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However, since these essays have not been widely read beyond particular disci- 
plines, such as South Asian studies, their implications for conceptualizing same- 
sex love have not become apparent to most theorists in lesbian and gay studies. 
The present volume seeks to make those implications evident, and also to fore- 
ground debate around them, by showcasing the cutting-edge work of scholars from 
a variety of disciplinary perspectives—history, media studies, literary studies, and 
anthropology. 

Lesbian and gay studies in the Euro-American academy by and large take the 
view that same-sex desire has historically been unrepresented in South Asian lan- 
guages, and chat its representation appears only in the work of recent Indian writ- 
ers in English, many of them diasporic. For instance, in The International Lesbian 
and Gay Literary Heritage, edited by Claude Summers,‘ all Indian literature in other 
Indian languages is dismissed in less than a page, while Indian writing in English 
occupies more than two pages. Summers connects this absenting not to the queer 
theory position outlined above that sexuality as we know it was a late invention, 
bur to a particular feminist view of Indian “tradition,” especially religious tradi- 
tion, as repressive of desire, pleasure, and freedom. Sita's comment regarding the 
absence of discourses on same-sex love is in keeping with Fire's one-sided repre- 
sentation of Hindu tradition and practice as almost entirely repressive of individ- 
ual desire and pleasure and also of women’s freedom. 

In our recent book, Saleem Kidwai and I began the enterprise of tracing and 
interpreting a range of discourses on same-sex love, often within religious tradi- 
tions, through South Asian history. We found many texts that represent same-sex 
relations and also many that constitute a continuity of discourse, by speaking to 
one another across time within particular linguistic and literary-critical traditions. 
An example of such continuing intertextual discourse is the way the fourteenth- 
century Bengali epic poem the Krittivasa Ramayana, when describing a child born 
of the sexual intercourse of two women, refers to the second-century medical text 
Sushruta Samhita, which states that such a child will be born as a boneless lump of 
flesh. The later text also rewrites the earlier one by envisioning the conferring of 
bones on the child through a sage’s blessing. Other examples of intertextual dis- 
course on same-sex desire within particular literary genres are to be found in the 
recurrent use of particular tropes to figure male-male desire in the Perso-Urdu 
ghazal (love poem) and masnavi (narrative poem). 

Apart from the question of whether there are words in Indian languages for 
sexual identity categories, let us return to the second part of Sita’s comment, with 
its emphasis on relationship and emotion. Are there words for “what we feel for 
each other” in Indian texts prior to the nineteenth century? I found one such nam- 
ing in the eleventh-century Sanskrit story cycle Kathasaritsagara, where a young 
woman, reflecting on the instantaneous attraction berween herself and a married 
woman, refers to their relation as one between “swayamvera sakbis,” and notes that 
there are many earlier examples of such relations. This phrase is a coinage from 
the term swayamvara (literally, “self-chosen”), usually used to refer to the ceremony 
in which a woman chooses her bridegroom from assembled suitors, and the term 
sakbi (female friend). In her essay in this volume, Carla Petievich documents the 
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occurrence in some Urdu dictionaries of the terms dogana and zanakhi to denote a 
woman's self-chosen primary female friend. In some very explicitly sexual Urdu 
poems in the rekbti genre, which Kidwai and I translated, dogana occurs as a term 
of address used by a woman to her female lover, and chapti (rubbing/clinging) 
occurs as a term for female-to-female sexual relations.” Given that very little 
research has been done on the histories of friendship and love in South Asia, I am 
convinced, on the basis of conversations I have had with people from widely vary- 
ing backgrounds in India, that these and other such terms found by scholars rep- 
resent the tip of the iceberg, and chat further research in these and other languages 
will uncover many more such terms. 

Such terms do not denote exclusive, sealed-off sexual categories. In India, most 
people have been, and many continue to be, married off at a very young age. Hence, 
exclusive same-sex relationships are necessarily rare. However, ongoing same-sex 
relationships, for both men and women, often coexist with the obligations and priv- 
ileges of marriage, and may function as primary erotic and emotional relationships. 

‘What, then, happened in history to make such terms and conventions unavail- 
able to Sita and Radha? Perhaps the answer is to be found in another of Sita’s com- 
ments, made when she and Radha discuss the performance of wifely duty: 
“Somebody just has to press my button, this button marked ‘tradition,’ and I start 
tesponding like a trained monkey.” This suggests that there is only one tradition 
and one button to be pressed. Are there other traditional buttons that could be 
pressed to trigger a performance of same-sex desire? Consider the literary conven- 
tions of the ghazal, wherein, until recently, lover and beloved, for a variety of his- 
torical reasons, were always gendered male, so that even a poet writing about 
cross-sex love in the ghazal form felt compelled, by the pressing of the traditional 
button, not only to gender verbs for both lover and beloved male but also to use 
tropes that figure the ideal love as one between males. 

The present volume focuses on colonial and independent India, specifically on 
the way colonialists and nationalists attempt to rewrite multivocal traditions into 
a univocal, uniform tradition, and the way these rewritings are contested. Kidwai 
and IJ pointed to the nineteenth century as the crucial period of transition when a 
minor strand of precolonial homophobia became the dominant voice in colonial 
and postcolonial mainstream discourse.8 The rhetoric of modern Indian homo- 
phobia (with concepts and terms like unnatural and sinful) draws directly on a 
Victorian version of Judeo-Christian discourse; this borrowing is indicated in Fire 
when Radha's husband Ashok, having seen his wife and Sita in bed together, says, 
“What I saw is a sin in the eyes of God and man.” This is a direct quote from the 
Bible (the words of the prodigal son to his father, in Christ's parable of sin and 
repentance, in the Book of Luke). This instance begins to explain why Mehta found 
it so hard to translate such phrases into Hindi, and decided to make the film in 
English; it would be almost impossible to literally translate Ashok’s sentence into 
Hindi and have it sound convincing.? 

Focusing on rewritings in the colonial period does not, of course, imply that 
other transitions had not occurred before, or that rewriting did not take place 
before; that it did is indicated by the example of the Krittivasa Ramayana cited 
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above, and also by Indrani Chatterjee’s discussion of medieval erotic treatises’ 
rewritings of the Kama Sutra. Notwithstanding some scholars’ discomfort with 
ascribing to colonialism the modern erasure of earlier homoeroticisms (and other 
eroticisms), evidence so far available indicates overwhelmingly that a major tran- 
sition did indeed occur at that historical moment. Kidwai and I pointed to the 
heterosexualization of the ghazal, the suppression of Rekhti, and the introduction 
of the antisodomy law as three markers of this transition. 

The present volume begins to flesh out the transition by documenting how 
colonialists and nationalists rewrote traditions by suppressing and misreading 
texts. However, these essays also demonstrate that trying to construct a univocal 
“tradition” is a doomed enterprise: the multivocal returns immediately and flour- 
ishes in different forms, not only in the persistent continuities of some traditions 
and their surprising resurfacing in unexpected places (for example, the ghazal in 
Hindi movies, queer eroticisms found in popular cinema, and queer readings of 
apparently homophobic fictions). 

To return, then, to an adaptation of Sita’s question: What words should we 
use to describe same-sex love’and desire in “our language{s},” when writing about 
the past? Should we avoid all present-day terms and employ, as David Halperin 
suggests, only the terms used in a particular past to write about that past? Since 
neither the producer/author's intentions nor the “original” audience's reception 
can ever be definitively recovered, is it meaningful for us as readers to try to read 
texts not from our own perspective but from that of some imagined past reader? 
Important as is the search for terms used in the past in “our language(s],” should 
this search preclude the use of now-current cerms when we describe the past in 
languages that are now our own? 

When discussing same-sex relations in the past, many theorists and histori- 
ans today are terrified of using terms like homosexual; pioneering historian John 
Boswell has been much criticized for using the word gay to describe persons in late 
antiquity and early medieval Europe.! Many of us carefully use terms such as 
bomoerotically inclined, queer, ot alternative sexualities to talk about the past. But, 
surely, these terms were not used in the past either—certainly not with their pre- 
sent connotations—and it is only a convenient fiction that leads us to find ther 
more acceptable. 

As scholarly discussions have established, the exact meaning of terms from 
the past, such as amradparast, tritiya prakriti, or dogana, is highly debatable and 
cannot finally be fixed. When we deploy them today we suggest what we under- 
stand them to have meant, which is probably an approximation but not an exact 
equivalent of what they “actually” may have meant, presuming they ever had one 
meaning, which itself is an inaccurate presumption. 

Furthermore, the same historians who are horrified by the “ahistorical” use of 
such terms or concepts as homosexual or even same-sex seem to be relatively untrou- 
bled about using a host of terms and concepts such as family, marriage, slave, mas- 
ter, law, woman, ot man when discussing past societies (say, in South Asia) where 
the other-language approximates of these English words are well known to have 
had widely different meanings from those they have today. Historians rightly con- 
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sider it sufficient to point out as many of the differences as possible and then pro- 
ceed to use the term presently in use. 

If one were serious about using the languages of the past to describe the past, 
the only honest strategy would be to write about historical texts entirely in their 
own language—to write only in Persian about Persian texts and only in Sanskrit 
about Sanskrit texts. While a scholar writing in the Persian language today can- 
not write any of the variations of Persian of seventeenth-century Delhi, at least she 
would presumably come closer to the categories and terms of that past than when 
writing in English or Hindi. 

Theorists who think only terms from a particular past time should be used 
when discussing that time also think that only terms “indigenous” to a particular 
place should be used in that place; therefore terms like gay should not be used in 
India. The impulse to make connections between vastly differing and yet in some 
ways critically similar human experiences has led many people living and orga- 
nizing in India over the last two decades to adopt and even translate words like 
gay and lesbian.'! It is significant that it is usually those who have already obtained 
most of their basic civil rights and liberties in first-world environments who object 
to the use of these terms in third-world contexts. Witness some U.K.-based anti- 
AIDS activists’ insistence chat terms like men who have sex with men or region-specific 
and often profession-specific “in-group” slang terms like korhi be used in India in 
preference to gay or homosexual, because the latter are not indigenous words and 
their use is therefore “elitist,” “neocolonial,” and “globalized.”!2 

Ic is important to note that the choice of terms has crucial consequences for les- 
bian and gay movements in urban India. Activist Ashok Row Kavi, founder in 
1990 of the Bombay-based gay magazine Bombay Dost, emphasizes the importance 
of not alienating those he terms “self-identified homosexuals” from groups who 
identify as kothis, because the former are crucial as activists reaching out to popula- 
tions at risk for HIV.!3 Furthermore, the Indian press and media have overall repre- 
sented gay organizations and their demands for human rights in a supportive way, 
thus making terms like gay and /esbiam accessible to urban bilingual populations 
whose opinions are crucial in determining who gets civil rights and who does not. 
For those demanding, say, the repeal of the antisodomy law or more government 
funding for AIDS work, the political viability of a term like gay is likely to be much 
greater than a term like men who have sex with men; also, far fewer men are likely to 
identify themselves as belonging to the latter category than to the former. 

It is also worth noting that antigay groups have no compunctions about using 
familiar terms. While intellectuals squabble about politically or historically correct 
language, Evangelical missionaries from the United States are actively campaigning 
against gay and homosexual people in India. As part of his six-continent tour, Peter 
Lane of Exodus International spoke at several forums in Bangalore in September 
2000. The September—October 2000 issue of Relief (an acronym for Respect Every 
Life in Every Family), the newsletter of Respect for Life India, a Christian antiabor- 
tion mission based in Bangalore, reported that Lane encountered vociferous opposi- 
tion from students of the law college who contested his use of words like unnatural 
to describe homosexuality; the reporter Maya Philip ruefully remarked, “Gay 
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Rights Activists had succeeded in their propaganda in making homosexuality 
acceptable to these young people.”!4 These “gay rights activists” are those bilingual 
urban Indians who have been running organizations, newsletters, magazines, and 
help lines, usually without any funding, that are now being dubbed “elitist” by 
U.K.-based activists who project chemselves as more “anti-colonial” when compet- 
ing for grants and recognition by government and foreign funding agencies. 

These questions about terminology become doubly fraught when the past 
under discussion is a non-Western past. While feminism has now made respectable 
the enterprise of bringing to light suppressed and undervalued texts by and about 
women in the past, entrenched heterosexism makes a similar search for suppressed 
or bowdlerized texts about same-sex attachments more vulnerable to interroga- 
tion. I would argue that if, notwithstanding the vast differences between middle- 
class women in Delhi today and women writing mystical poetry in sixteenth- 
century Gujarat, there is enough commonalty between them to justify including 
their writings in one collection,!> there is similarly enough commonalty between 
people engaged in same-sex relationships in Bombay today and those engaged in 
very differently structured same-sex relationships in eighteenth-century Lucknow 
to justify including writings about them in one collection. To quote Martin 
Duberman, “gay people [in this case, gay Indians} have a desperate meed to know” 
chat they are “bearers of a diverse, rich, unique heritage.”!6 

Caught in this impasse created by policing the boundaries of periods, identi- 
ties, categories, and terms, perhaps we can take a cue from Suniti Namijoshi’s res- 
olution of her persona Suniti’s predicament in her novel The Comversations of Cow 
(1985). Frightened by the many metamorphoses of her own changing self as well 
as those of others’ selves, she is unable to name any of these selves until she adopts 
the strategy deployed by Hindu texts and practices (a strategy also found in many 
other religious traditions) that call on gods and goddesses by thousands of differ- 
ent and often apparently mutually contradictory names. This strategy serves to 
enable instead of paralyze. It also acknowledges that all names, terms, signs, and 
concepts, like all material realities, are constantly in flux and are only approxima- 
tions necessitated by and necessary to human communication. 

The essays in this volume adopt a range of naming strategies to enable a dis- 
cussion of same-sex love, desire, and sexual relations, especially as these have been 
reformulated in the colonial and postcolonial periods. In pare 1, Suparna 
Bhaskaran’s essay provides the historical context for the most dramatic shift from 
the precolonial—the uniform criminalization of all sexual relations deemed 
“unnatural.” Her survey of the case law indicates that the antisodomy statute is 
honored more in the breach chan in the observance, given the small number of 
actual convictions—especially for consensual sex. But the effects of the interven- 
tion that the law signifies are far more wide-ranging, as demonstrated by Scott 
Kugle, Indrani Chatterjee, and Carla Petievich. Through his engaging translations 
of precolonial Perso-Urdu poetic texts, Kugle shows how once widely celebrated 
tropes of male-male love were erased or rewritten by Urdu litterateurs in the period 
immediately following the British suppression of the 1857 revolt, as well as by 
later nationalists. In a related enterprise, Petievich examines how, in the same 


Introduction 7 


period, a whole genre of Urdu poetry was labeled obscene and excised from the 
canon, with the result that today only a small portion of it is extant and much of 
even that is hard to access. Chatterjee argues that the colonial labeling of all male- 
male relations as inappropriate, even “unnatural” and “criminal,” displaced pre- 
colonial readings of such relations as appropriate or inappropriate based on social 
status (free/slave; agent/object) rather than gender, and that this displacement con- 
tinues to be dominant even today. Michael Sweet looks at readings and misread- 
ings of the Kama Sutra in nineteenth- and twentieth-century India. 

Parts 2 and 3 examine the way contesting discourses of same-sex love are 
deployed in two broadly defined sets of texts—printed literature and audiovisual 
media—from the late nineteenth century to the present. Leela Gandhi shows how 
homosexual anticolonial utopianism, developed by British radical Edward 
Carpenter and rewritten by novelists Aubrey Menen and Vikram Seth, attempts, 
in a Wittigian fashion, to deconstruct the binaries of straight/gay, Hindu/Muslim, 
and even human/nonhuman. Anannya Dasgupta finds similar boundary-crossing 
impulses at work in Suniti Namjoshi’s fables and poetry. 

Modern Indian heterosexism continues to be manifested in the politics of 
reception, canon formation, and misreading.!7 Writers, however gifted, who are 
openly gay or lesbian, often suffer critical neglect—this has been the fate of both 
Menen and Namjoshi in the canon of Indian writers in English. Rosemary George 
points out how critics, especially Indian feminist critics, have consistently ignored 
or misread the same-sex content of acclaimed writer Kamala Das’s work. My essay 
considers the always-fractured nature of reception, as exemplified in the public 
controversy around novelist Pandey Bechan Sharma Ugra’s short-story collection 
Chocolate (1927), which he claimed was written to denounce homosexuality, but 
which many readers, both gay and antigay, read as a positive representation of 
male-male relations. I then proceed to contrast the largely homophobic represen- 
tation of same-sex desire in twentieth-century Indian fiction with homoerotic 
images in commercials over the last couple of decades; I speculate as to how dif- 
ference of genre may affect representation. Lawrence Cohen, revisiting Uttar 
Pradesh, the heartland of the ghazal, finds lively circulations of male-male desire 
in sites less elevated, such as dorm rooms, political scandals, roadside pornogra- 
phy, and real and fictional muscle men. 

Part 3 opens with Kathryn Hansen's exploration of the pleasures of perfor- 
mance and spectatorship released by female impersonation in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. She argues that these pleasures were not substitu- 
tive (with men acting women’s roles because women were not available) but 
aleatory (with men acting women’s roles even when women too were acting). In 
an argument comparable to those of recent theorists in Euro-America regarding 
how drag queens fashion the performance of femininity for women, and butch 
women or drag kings the performance of masculinity for men, she demonstrates 
how Indian female impersonators set in motion stylistic and behavioral trends that 
influenced both cinema actresses’ and “real” women's performance of femininity. 

The remaining essays in this section deal with the postindependence period. 
Muraleedharan T., in his examination of male bonding in three popular Malayalam 
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films, argues provocatively chat films “ostensibly addressed to straight audiences 
have greater potential for encouraging a wide range of queer responses than films 
clearly addressed to gay and lesbian audiences.” Further light is shed on this claim 
by Tom Waugh's finding that homoeroticism, though determinedly suppressed in 
new-wave and left-wing films, nevertheless disrupts their apparently innocent 
homosocial configurations. 

Shohini Ghosh finds female-female eroticism, marginalized in earlier cinema, 
appearing more centrally in the films, and especially television, of the 1990s. 
Finally, in parallel essays, Geeta Patel and Monica Bachmann examine the anxi- 
eties at play in, respectively, the right-wing and liberal responses to Mehta's Fire. 

The essays in this volume demonstrate the richness of the relatively new cor- 
pus of work on same-sex love in India, with its immense potential for dialog and 
debate. Many of these essays speak to one another, contextual differences notwith- 
standing. Despite the many differences between constructions of male-male and 
female-female bonding pointed out by Ghosh and Muraleedharan T., both take 
the view that the queer is to be found in the apparently straight, in terms both of 
construction and of reception. They even notice a common trope in Hindi and 
Malayalam popular cinema—that of the cavorting same-sex couple fully covered 
by a sheet during a song! Muraleedharan T. and Rosemary George also comment 
on a trope common to different types of love trysts, this time in Malayalam cin- 
ema and literature, respectively —that of outdoor bathing. 

Violence and nonviolence, dominance and submission, as they imbricate same- 
sex relations and cross-sex relations, appear in many of the essays. Petievich, 
Chatterjee, and Gandhi all address these issues in widely varying precolonial and 
colonial contexts. Bhaskaran, Patel, Bachmann, Waugh, Cohen, and I scrutinize 
the new incarnations of violently stratified relations in the postcolonial nation- 
state, and how they impact the construction and imagination of same-sex attach- 
ments—whether in the dorm, the home, the cinema, the bureaucracy, the polity, 
the park, the street, or the courtroom. 

Central to many essays is the structuring of homophobia by masculinities that 
become normative in colonial and postcolonial nationalisms. Following Ashis 
Nandy’s classic account, several scholars have analyzed how anxieties around mas- 
culinity involve fear of the “feminine” in women and in men.'8 In the Fire debates 
that Patel and Bachmann document, the fear emerges that female-female desire 
may undermine both masculinity and female homosociality. These gender-based 
anxieties are deeply intertwined with anxieties around religious, community, and 
national identities. 

Inevitably, therefore, almost all the essays in this volume are haunted by the 
complexly desiring anxieties of Hindu-Muslim relations. The simultaneous and 
contradictory myths that Muslims introduced homosexuality into India or 
repressed its expression are widely prevalent in South Asia today, and any formu- 
lation regarding same-sex desire cannot help but take note of them. In perhaps the 
only essay that looks at Pakistan, Scott Kugle briefly engages the conflicting myths 
that hover around the overdetermined image of Sultan Mahmud. These myths are 
also centrally constitutive of Chocolate, the 1927 text I examine, and they shape 
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the production of most texts, whether ghazals, movies, or novels, throughout the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Kugle utopically puts forward the figure of 
Mahmud the lover as a possible site for reclaiming synthesis. In a very different 
context that nevertheless has some similar features, Dasgupta and Gandhi point, 
in Dasgupta’s words, to the “homoerotic in ... a consciously heterosexist world 
and the East in a consciously West-centric world.” Many of these essays find the 
Muslim in consciously Hindu worlds and the Hindu in consciously Muslim worlds; 
in this continuing presence there may be cause for hope. 

Already visible too are the faultlines of fruitful disagreement among scholars 
approaching the same or related materials. The clearest evidence of debate is found 
in the interpretation of precolonial and early colonial Persian and Urdu poetry. 
Thus Petievich, agreeing with the standard view that the gender and identity of 
the beloved in the ghazal are ambiguous, argues that this ambiguity serves to pro- 
tect the ghazal’s male homoerotic content from colonial critiques. On the other 
hand, Kugle, like Kidwai, argues that the beloved in the ghazal is not always 
ambiguously gendered but is often clearly identified as male—precisely the iden- 
tification that was attacked by colonialists and nationalists. Petievich also sees lit- 
tle explicit female homeroticism in Rekhti, a point on which she is in disagreement 
with Kidwai and me. 

Similarly, Kidwai and Kugle find representation, often even celebration, of 
male-male love and desire in both the ghazal and the masnavi.!9 While this rep- 
resentation is couched in the literary conventions appropriate to these genres, it 
sometimes refers to documented historical personages, if only to fictionalize them, 
and it works to evoke passionate and romantic emotion. Also, while some of the 
personae are in relations of dominance and subordination to one another, many 
others are not, nor can the erotic relationship simply be reduced to a relation of 
one-way power and agency. Conversely, Chatterjee—following some scholars of 
classical Rome and Greece—argues that apparent expressions of love and desire 
in this poetry are in fact appropriately conventional and public idealization of slaves 
by free men in the context of Sufi mysticism, where such desire is conventionally 
expressed to demonstrate the poet's heroism in overcoming it. They therefore tell 
us more about power relations between free agents and slaves deprived of agency 
than about same-sex relationships. 

These debates lead back to questions of production and reception addressed 
by Ghosh, Patel, Bachmann, Waugh, Gandhi, and Muraleedharan T., among oth- 
ers. Neither producers nor readers of texts in various pasts and presents have ever 
spoken in one voice. Even when particular individuals identify as masters, slaves, 
colonizers, nationalists, Sufi mystics, poets in a particular tradition, men, women, 
feminists, conservatives, progressives, heterosexuals, or homosexuals, and even 
when they write wichin generic conventions, the texts they generate do not always 
speak in entirely predictable ways. They often assume unexpected ideological or 
amorous positions or make surprising connections between different conventions, 
and we need to be responsive to these ever-shifting configurations. In their alert 
openness to the nuances of texts and their receptions, the essays in this volume 
work within the best traditions of scholarship that illuminates what it touches. 
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The Politics of Penetration 
Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code 


Suparna Bhaskaran 


The Indian Law Commission, presided over by Lord Macaulay, introduced the 
colonial antisodomy statute, Section 377, into the Indian Penal Code on October 
6, 1860, in British India. The section reads: 


Whoever voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the order of nature with any 
man, woman or animal, shall be punished with imprisonment for life, or with 
imprisonment of either description for a term which may extend to ten years, 
and shall also be liable to fine. 

Explanation. Penetration is sufficient to constitute the carnal intercourse nec- 
essary to the offence described in this section. 

Comment. This section is intended to punish the offense of sodomy, buggery 
and bestiality. The offense consists in a carnal knowledge committed against the 
order of nature by a person with a man, or in the same unnatural manner with 
a woman, or by a man or woman in any manner with an animal.! 


In 1994 the discovery and rise of AIDS/HIV in India’s largest prison, Tihar 
Jail in Delhi, led to a survey coordinated by Indian Medical Association presi- 
dent Dr. K. K. Aggarwal, which concluded that two-thirds of Tihar prisoners 
had participated in “homosexual activity.” This finding resulted in some doc- 
tors and activists demanding distribution of condoms to all prisoners as part of 
an HIV prevention policy. Agents of the state, including high-profile police- 
woman Kiran Bedi, then head of Tihar Jail, resisted condom distribution on the 
grounds that it would amount to legalizing homosexual activity. Subsequently, 
Janak Raj Jai, lawyer and president of the Family Conciliation Service Center, 
filed a petition supporting the official position. Jai, a Gandhian socialist who 
was jailed during Indira Gandhi's “emergency,” claimed that decriminalizing 
homosexuality would have upset Mahatma Gandhi. He stated that in Mahatma 
Gandhi's lifetime AIDS was unknown and “male white fluid” was not wasted. 
Like many postcolonial nationalists responding to nonnormative sexuality, Jai 
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defended a colonial sexual code as “Indian tradition” and posited advocacy for the 
civil rights of prisoners, gay men, and sexual minorities as elitist mimicry of che 
‘West. This official response and Jai’s petition catalyzed debates around India’s colo- 
nial antisodomy statute. 

On April 14, 1994, the ABVA (AIDS Bhedbhav Virodhi Andolan, or AIDS 
Antidiscrimination Movement), a nongovernmental organization (NGO) working 
on issues related to the human rights of people with HIV/AIDS, filed a petition in 
the High Court of Delhi, engaging the following as defendants: the Union of India, 
the Delhi Administration, the inspector general of prisons, the National AIDS 
Control Organization, and the superintendent of the Tihar Jail. Among ABVA's 
requests were that Section 377 be deemed unconstitutional, illegal, and void, and 
be repealed; that steps be taken to prevent the segregation and isolation of prison- 
ers identified as homosexual and/or suffering from AIDS/HIV or “suspected to have 
participated in consensual anal intercourse”; chat condoms be made available free 
of cost to Tihar prisoners at their dispensary without the threat or fear of persecu- 
tion for requesting condoms; that disposable syringes be used at the Tihar dispen- 
sary; and, finally, chat jail officials regularly consult with the National AIDS 
Commission. This case is still pending, as cases in Indian courts often remain pend- 
ing for decades. Subsequently, several other Indian and diasporic civil rights orga- 
nizations as well as gay, lesbian, and queer organizations have bolstered ABVA's 
efforts. 


The Colonial Context 


{M]etropole and colony have to be seen in a unitary field of analysis. 
—B. S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India 


Section 377 must be understood within the context of the consolidation of empire 
in India via increasing militarization by the British Imperial Army. Ronald Hyam, 
in Empire and Sexuality, suggests that expansion of the British Empire dictated state 
policies of sexual and political restraint and relaxation, which framed modes of rela- 
tion and interaction between che rulers and the ruled. He argues that sexual poli- 
tics at the home base, Britain, were driven by “fanatical Purity Campaigns” chat 
were intrinsically linked to those located at bases set up in the colonies. Under the 
policies of integration in the late eighteenth century, the keeping of Indian mis- 
tresses by British men had been a well-established: practice, justified as a means of 
increasing their knowledge of “native affairs.” Native mistresses included both 
Indian and Anglo-Indian women and “a deliberate policy of intermarriage was 
encouraged by the company, in the interests of building up the army.”3 Around 
the 1890s, however, these policies were reversed. The reversal was influenced by 
factors that included the 1857 Indian Revolt and shifts in British attitudes toward 
native governance. This shift led the British to develop an isolationist and indif- 
ferent bureaucratic imperial state wherein it was imperative that the rulers main- 
tain their sexual, social, and racial “purity.” 

Special economic and social measures were taken to prevent miscegenation by 
army men. Increase in venereal diseases was seen as a major threat to the well-being 
of che Imperial Army. While some white British women were exported to India to 
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serve the project of racial and sexual purity, this was not a viable solution for the 
whole army, as marriage quarters and allowances would prove too expensive. There 
were concerns that not having wives would encourage the Imperial Army to become 
“replicas of Sodom and Gomorrah,"4 or, as Viceroy Elgin put it, to pick up “spe- 
cial Oriental vices.”> The fiscal solution was to curn unofficial, unregulated broth- 
els into officially regulated ones for the army. The mid-1850s saw the establishment 
of state-regulated brothels where native women had to register and undergo regu- 
lar medical exams. These regulated brothels or /a/ bazaars (red markets) were pri- 
marily for white use, although “Indians could use them while whites were on 
morning parade. "6 

In 1894, Viceroy Elgin claimed that having no prostitutes would lead to “even 
more deplorable evils . .. there is already an increase in unnatural crimes” such as 
homosexual activity.” A popular cure for men (both Indian and British, civilians 
and soldiers) who might deviate from normative sexuality or “pukka-ness,” was 
sending them to female prostitutes. For example, in October 1893 an advice col- 
umn in Sanjibani, a Bengali weekly edited by Keshab Chandra Sen and Krishna 
Kumar Mitra, suggests that Indian schoolboys engaging in “unnatural and immoral 
habits” be cured by visits to prostitures.8 

In the second half of the nineteenth century, debates around sexual behavior in 
Britain traveled to India. Christian and feminist “purity campaigns” in the metro- 
pole targeted many forms of nonprocreative sexual activity. Their opposition to 
brothels, primarily frequented by married men, led to the Contagious Diseases Act 
of the 1860s that ended state-regulated brothels in England.9 In the 1880s, lal 
bazaars began facing criticism and were officially suspended in 1888. These cam- 
paigns exported categories of manliness and womanliness wherein the pukka sabib 
and memsabib and their projected brown counterparts were to maintain a fiscal impe- 
tial polity and economy free of common vices such as prostitution and “special 
Oriental vices” such as homosexual activity. 


Antisodomy Statutes in the Metropole 


The first civil injunction against sodomy in British history, passed in 1533 by Henry 
VIII and the British Parliament, had made the “detestable and abominable vice of 
buggery committed with mankind or beast” a felony. According to Ed Cohen, the 
“transformation of sodomy from an ecclesiastical to a secular crime must be seen as 
a part of a large scale renegotiation in the boundaries between the Catholic Church 
and the British State.”!° The Buggery Act was piloted through Parliament with 
the help of Thomas Cromwell in an effort to support Henry VIII's plan to reduce 
the legal authority of the ecclesiastical courts and to seize Catholic Church prop- 
erties.!! The new Buggery Act allowed the monarch to issue death sentences against 
those convicted and to appropriate their property. 

The statute against sodomy involved a shift from the canonical laws of the 
Catholic Church to the secular laws of the British state, monarchy, church, and legal 
imaginary. Sodomy shifted from being a sin against God to also being a crime 
against the state. The statute was deployed against Catholics whom reformers often 
accused of indulging in sodomy in monasteries. The connection between crimi- 
nalizing sodomy and challenging papal authority can be seen in the history of the 
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Buggery Act during the sixteenth century under monarchs of different persuasions. 
Under Henry VIII it was reenacted in 1536, 1539, and 1541. Under Edward VI it 
was repealed, but reenacted in 1548 with amendments so that the felon’s property 
was no longer forfeited to the crown. Under the Catholic Queen Mary the act was 
repealed in 1553, and under her sister, Queen Elizabeth I, who wanted to establish 
her claim as true heir to her father Henry VIII, it was reenacted with the same sever- 
ity as in 1533. 

Within three centuries after the 1533 Buggery Act was passed, jurist Edward 
Coke, in his legal treatise Third Part of the Institutes of the Laws of England (1797), 
which systematized the English Penal Code, defined buggery as “a detestable and 
abominable sin among Christians not to be named, committed by carnal know!l- 
edge against the ordinance of the creator and order of nature by mankind with 
mankind, or with brute beast, or by womankind with beast.”!2 Here the civil and 
legal, and the ecclesiastical and canonical, are intertwined. According to Coke, 
carnal knowledge was acquired or inflicted only if the body “bore the marks of 
penetration.” 

In 1826 che Offenses Against the Person Act recriminalized sodomy as a capital 
offense and dropped the need for two simultaneous proofs for conviction; only proof 
of penetration was required. The earlier emphasis on procreation was rearticulated 
into a moral standard for individual behavior. This was in line with the creation of the 
new British middle-class masculinity of the nineteenth century. The movement to 
raise the age of sexual consent for girls from thirteen to sixteen coexisted with, 
defined, and reinforced the political discourse on “gross indecency.” Thus, the 
Labouchere Amendment of 1885, which outlawed “gross indecency” between men (a 
category wide enough to cover any type of sexual activity), was passed as part of the 
debate around the age of consent for girls. This legal provision, under which Oscar 
Wilde was convicted, was not duplicated in India. Buggery remained a capital offense 
in England until 1861, and from then until 1967 it became a conviction punishable 
with imprisonment for a period that could extend to life. 


Colonial Homogenizing of Indian Law 


British commercial interests were consolidated in India with the creation of the 
British East India Company in 1600. Armed with a charter from Queen Elizabeth I 
that gave the company full trading rights in Asia and Africa, che Company, com- 
prised of merchants from London, politicians, and British royalty, acquired judi- 
cial powers to form its own constitution, co regulate its affairs, and co set up factories 
in India. Between 1612 and 1690 factories were set up in the towns of Surat, 
Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta by acquiring land rights, or zemindari,!3 from the 
Mughal emperor, from Muslim and Hindu kings, and from earlier European traders 
such as the Portuguese. 

In 1668 che Company changed from a trading association into a territorial sov- 
ereign, when it was authorized to declare war and make peace for the crown. In 
1726 overall control over presidency towns was given to an appointed governor. !4 
In a charter issued by George I in 1726, a uniform judicial system was created for 
the three presidency towns of Madras, Bombay, and Calcutta. Each presidency had 
a mayor's court, and the rules and regulations in these towns were formulated and 
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enforced by Englishmen (following the principles of English law) on both Indians 
and Europeans. Mofussil courts in areas adjoining the presidency towns primarily 
followed Muslim criminal law although English criminal law was introduced for 
selected issues (such as delineating punishment for different crimes, declaring 
witchcraft a capital offense, and removing the exemption of Brahmans from capi- 
tal punishment) in 1790 by Cornwallis.15 

The Company increased its political authority by 1757, after winning more 
power through the Battles of Plassey and Buxar and the Divani rights of Bengal, 
Bihar, and Orissa.!6 In 1772 the Company claimed bankruptcy and asked the 
British Parliament for loans, This resulted in the Regulatory Act of 1773 whereby 
Parliament gained significantly more control over company affairs. In 1774 the first 
supreme court with a chief justice was set up in Calcutta, followed by supreme 
courts in Madras and Bombay. Beginning with the first governor-general, Warren 
Hastings, the First Plan of Reform, intended to unify, standardize, and translate 
Anglo-Indian law, was initiated. Alchough some Indian judges were allowed in the 
lower ranks of the judicial system, they could handle only civil cases (such as mat- 
ters of inheritance or succession among Muslims or Hindus) that the British labeled 
“personal law.” The British decided that native Muslims and Hindus had separate 
“personal laws” that applied principally to marriage, inheritance, succession, and 
“other religious matters.”!7 

One of che earliest English translations and codifications of Hindu law was con- 
ducted under Warren Hastings’s governorship. Pundits, selected by Hastings and 
his collector, translated works from Sanskrit to Persian (since there were no 
Europeans in Calcutta who knew Sanskrit) and Persian-to-English translation was 
done by British civil servant H. B. Halhed. 

Heterogeneous Islamic communities also underwent colonial homogenization 
as “Muhammedans” (the British term for Muslims). Until 1860, many criminal 
courts (excluding presidency courts) selectively followed Muslim law, after which 
many more courts (mofussil courts) were incorporated into British criminal law. 
Also, by 1864 court maulvis (Muslim scholars) and the Persian language were 
replaced altogether in the criminal courts by jurors trained in English law and the 
English language. This change reflected the shift in power from the Muslim rulers 
to the British. These shifts were significant for same-sex practices. Saleem Kidwai 
has pointed out that, despite Emperor Akbar's (1556-1605) disapproval of homo- 
sexuality, men engaging in same-sex sexual behavior did not face legal prosecution 
in pre-British India.'8 

A charter of 1833 instituted a series of law commissions that met from 1833 
onward to codify a uniform criminal and civil law for the whole of India. Alchough 
the British intended to “carefully” consult scriprures and/or scriptural experts like 
pundits/Brahmans, maulvis, and qazis while establishing the “personal laws” of 
Hindus and Muslims, British law was the basis for codification. The Law 
Commission was chaired by Lord Macaulay, governor-general of British India. 

In 1857 Indians rose against British rule in what the British termed the “Sepoy 
Mutiny” and Indian nationalists the first major war of independence. In 1858, after 
this revolt was crushed and the last Mughal emperor imprisoned and exiled to 
Burma, Queen Victoria assumed direct control and administration of India and 
proclaimed herself empress of India. This resulted in the dual role of the crown 
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overseeing economic expansion and state making. In 1860 the Indian Penal Code 
was passed and in 1861 the Code of Criminal Procedure was passed. In describing 
the task of codifying all law (criminal and civil) for the whole of British India, 
Macaulay claimed, “I believe that no country ever stood so much in need of a code 
of law as India and I believe also chat there never was a country in which the want 
might be so easily supplied. Our principle is simply this—uniformity when you 
can have it; diversity when you must have it; but, in all cases, cercainty.”!9 

Those who prepared the Indian Penal Code (IPC) drew on English law, Hindu 
law, Muslim law, Livingston's Louisiana Code, and the Code Napoleon.2° 
Disregarding the numerous complex variations of customary law and practice pre- 
vailing among Hindus and Muslims in different parts of the country, Macaulay 
decided that all Muslims were governed by the Quran and all Hindus by the 
Manusmriti. The Indian Penal Code, passed after revisions in October 1860, dealt 
with substantive law,2! and the Code of Criminal Procedure, passed in 1861, dealt 
with “adjective law.”22 

The colonial enterprise, whether it advocated policies of coercive integration 
(under Warren Hastings) or policies of coercive isolationism (under Lord Cornwallis) 
with the native populations, rearticulated, dismantled, destroyed, collaborated with, 
and froze existing modes of sociopolitical-economic relations in India. The Indian 
Penal Code may have fulfilled William Jones's prophetic analogy of the “British as 
Romans.” Jones liked to compare himself to Tribonian, the compiler of the 
Justinian Codes, but “in a scientific mode,” and, by association, Governor-General 
Cornwallis would be like “the Justinian of India.”?3 Hastings’s and Jones's quest 
for the Ancient Indian Constitution” was rearticulated as “English law as the law 
of India.” 


Section 377: Penetration and its Permutations 


The earliest case mentioned in the commentaries as related to Section 377 is dated 
1832.25 Since Section 377 was codified in 1860, this case appears to relate either 
to heterosexual rape or to a British antisodomy case. The judgment in this case is 
not available, but the brief interpretation of the case in the IPC commentaries raises 
two issues. First, it occurred almost thirty years before the antisodomy statute was 
promulgated in India. Second, the judge commenting on the 1832 case cites it to 
discuss the nature of “penetration.” What counted as penetration continued to be 
an ongoing, arbitrary, and unsystematic discussion in several future judgments and 
commentaries. Section 377 states that “penetration is sufficient to constitute the 
carnal intercourse necessary to the offence described in this section.” The com- 
mentary in the 1832 case suggests that the presence or absence of “seminal emis- 
sion” (sometimes referred to as “spermatozoa” or “ejaculation” in the IPC 
commentaries) is not necessary for a conviction. However, judges maintain that its 
presence can certainly offer important evidence. 

Later judgments also make distinctions regarding what it is that is penetrated. 
For instance, in Brother Jobn Anthony v the Madras High Court (1992), the judge 
identifies two types of penetration as grounds for prosecution under Section 377. 
Brother John Anthony was a subwarden of a boarding home attached to St. Mary's 
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Higher Secondary School in Tuticorin and the petition claims that since 1987 
“an impression was gaining momentum” in the school of his “perverted sexual 
assaults” on the inmates of the home. M. Thiagarajan, a minor and an inmate of 
the home, filed a report with the Tuticorin police stating that the school admin- 
istration had taken no action despite reports lodged with them. Thiagarajan 
claimed that the administration threatened with expulsion students who com- 
plained. Brother Anthony's counsel filed a petition rejecting the public prosecu- 
tor’s case that several violations under Section 377 had occurred. The judge points 
out that che case law for Section 377 is slim but that “sexual perversion takes 
shope [sic] in manifold forms” going by different names such as “sodomy,” “bug- 
gery,” “bestiality,” “tribadism,” “sadism,” “masochism,” “fetichism,” and “exhibi- 
tionism.” He then goes on to define and describe each form of sexual perversion. 
‘The next question the judge ponders is whether or not all of these forms come within 
the purview of Section 377. In order to answer that question he explores how pen- 
etration should be understood in relation to prior cases filed under Section 377 and 
to definitions of “intercourse, carnal knowledge and coitus.” The judge concludes 
by stating that in fact two kinds of penetration had occurred in this case. He points 
out that both kinds were against nature and carnal because they were not intended 
for “coitus.” Both entailed a process where a “visiting organism is enveloped at least 
partially by the visited organism.”26 The first kind involved the “insertion of the 
penis of the petitioner into the mouth of the victim boy and doing the act of incar- 
nal [sic] intercourse up to the point of semen into mouth.” 

The judge supports this definition of penetration by referring to the case of 
Lobana, Vasanthlal, Devchand v The State (1968).27 This case involved the rape of a 
boy, Babulal Vithaldas, by three adult men (Lohana, Vasanthlal, and Devchand). 
‘Two of the men anally raped Babulal Vithaldas and the third man raped him orally 
because “the boy complained of acute pain” and the accused “did the act in ques- 
tion by putting the male organ in the mouth of the boy and there was also semi- 
nal discharge and the boy had to vomit it out."28 The contention presented by the 
appeal was that the third act was not an offense under Section 377. The judge in 
the case consults other Section 377 cases and also consults “the learned author Mr. 
Havelock Ellis, in his book ‘Psychology of Sex.'” The judge quotes Ellis, noting 
“Cunnilinctus (often incorrectly termed cunnilingus) and fellatio cannot be regarded 
as unnatural for they have their prototype forms among animals, and they are found 
among various savage races. As forms of eretrectation [sic] and aids to tumescence 
they are thus natural and are sometimes regarded by both sexes as quintessential 
forms of sexual pleasure though they may not be considered aesthetic. They become 
deviations, however, and thus liable to be termed ‘perversion,’ when they replace 
desire of coitus” (AIR 1968, 1277). 

The judge concludes that the third man committed an imitative unnatural car- 
nal act where “there was the enveloping of a visiting member by the visited organ- 
ism. There was thus reciprocity; intercourse connotes reciprocity” (AIR 1968, 
1281). It is interesting that the judge is complicit with Ellis’s social Darwinist 
understanding of the savage races’ propensity for primitive and degenerate sexual- 
ity. Ellis associated acceptance of homosexual practices with backward classes and 
races: 
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On the whole, the evidence shows that among lower races homosexual practices are 
regarded with considerable indifference, and the real invert, if he exists among 
them, as doubtless he does exist, generally passes unperceived or joins some sacred 
caste which sanctifies his exclusively homosexual inclinations. 

Even in Europe today a considerable lack of repugnance to homosexual prac- 
tices many be found among the lower classes. In this matter, as folklore shows in 
so many other matters, the unculcured man of civilization is linked to the savage.29 


All three men (Lohana, Vasanthlal, and Devchand) were convicted and their peti- 
tion was dismissed.3° 

Getting back to Brother Anthony, the second kind of penetration identified by 
the judge was che “manipulation and movement of penis whilst being held by the 
victim” to “create orifice like thing” and to allow for “insertions and withdrawals” 
and ultimately an ejaculation. Thus the judge defines manual sex as penetration, a 
definition that differs from a commonsense definition. The judge supports his inter- 
pretation by referring to a 1969 case in which the penis was defined as a “visiting 
organism” that was “enveloped” between thighs (“the visited organism”) and thus 
made a “connection” that counted as carnal intercourse. 3! In that case the accused 
(K. Govindan and Kannan Nair) were convicted both for heterosexual rape (under 
Section 376, IPC) and unnatural offenses (Section 377) against a fourteen-year-old 
“dbobi girl,” Narayani. The sessions judge had rejected Narayani and her mother's 
first petition and the conviction was che result of their successful appeal. The 
enveloping of the “male organ” between Narayani’s thighs was understood as unnat- 
ural sexual intercourse. The judge in the Brother Anthony case also concluded, 
without adducing any reasons, that of the sexual perversions he had originally listed, 
only sodomy, buggery, and bestiality would “fall into the sweep” of Section 377. 
One reason could be that key words such as penetration and intercourse were missing 
from the judge's definition of the other sexual perversions. 


Consent Irrelevant? 


Contradictory and overlapping definitions of “sodomy,” “buggery,” “the sin of 
Gomorrah” and “the sin of Sodom” coexist alongside the discourse on penetration. 
The “sin of Sodom” and “sodomy” almost always seem to refer to anal penetration 
(per anum), whereas “buggery” and “the sin of Gomorrah” include oral penetration 
and “bestiality” (per as). 

Arrests, convictions, and successful appeals can be broadly categorized into five 
major themes. They involve (1) adult male(s) and a child, (2) adult male and a non- 
human creature, (3) adult male and adult male, (4) adult male and female; and (5) 
adult “habitual sodomites.” 

The first category is by far che most prevalent, and most convictions occur in 
this category. In general it involves an adult male accused of raping (or attempting 
to rape) an unconsenting child (referred to as /ad, boy, or girl) between seven and 
thirteen years of age, and an adult relative, parent, or coworker reporting the alleged 
incident to the police. Rape gets entirely conflated with sodomy in these cases.32 

In some judgments involving an adult man and a child (usually a boy) the judge 
considers the possibility of a revenge motive inciting a false accusation. For instance, 
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in Mirro v Emperor (1946), the judge attempts to discern if there was any “com- 
munal feeling” berween “Musalmans” and “Hindus” or between the “chamars” (caste 
group) and “non-chamars” that may have led to accusations and counteraccusations. 
Mirro,33 a “Musalman” and a “notorious bully,” was charged with sodomizing Ram 
Dayal (a young chamar boy). In the lower sessions court Mirro was sentenced to 
seven years’ rigorous imprisonment. The judge who presides over Mirro's appeal in 
the Allahabad High Court overturns the sentence due to lack of evidence. He is 
convinced that there was no revenge plot since a “Musalman” police officer, Imdad 
Husain, had turned in Mirro and all the Hindu assessors in court (Mehendra Singh, 
Narain Singh, and Chhattarpal) did not find Mirro guilty. Furthermore, despite the 
fact that semen stains were found on Mirro’s dhoti the overall medical evidence 
went in favor of Mirro: “There is no question of any communal feeling, Sakoor the 
principle prosecuting witness is a Musalman. All of the assessors who found the 
accused not guilty are Hindus.”34 

The second category involves human penile penetration of animals such as a bul- 
lock and a “domestic fowl."3> It is defined as buggery or bestiality and always 
involves a short conviction. In the case of Khandu v Emperor (1933), Khandu was a 
convict undergoing a jail sentence. A fellow convict, Allah Yar, caught Khandu 
with his penis up the nostril of a bullock that was tied co a tree. The judge denies 
Khandu’s appeal to reduce his sentence (five years of rigorous imprisonment) and 
states that “he [Khandu] showed a highly depraved nature and set a degrading 
example of sexual immorality.” Although no cases are cited, a commentary by judge 
Dr. Hari Singh Gour states that women, too, should be convicted if they use inan- 
imate objects to penetrate animals,3© 

In the third category, where the parties involved are two adult men, the issue of 
“consent” continues to be unproblematized in the judgments, and the word rape is 
not used in any of them.37 Three variations emerge—forcible sex, consenting sex, 
and sex with “habitual sodomites.” In the first, Charanjit Singh, a truck driver and 
employee of an engineering company, is convicted when his male coworker, Ramesh 
Chand, files a charge of “forcible sex.” The judge is impressed by Ramesh Chand's 
braving of “social stigma” to “expose the culprit.” This case was corroborated by 
medical evidence and testimony that forced sex had taken place. 

In the second variant, two consenting men, both under twenty-one, are involved. 
The incident took place on March 5, 1978, but the circumstances as detailed in the 
1988 appeal judgment are vague. Abdul Nur was fifteen-and-a-half years old, and 
Ratan Mia was estimated to be around twenty when the incident took place. They 
were sentenced in 1981 fora length of time that is not clear in the 1988 judgment. 
Their first appeal, on the grounds that they were “first time offenders,” was rejected 
by the sessions judge who remarked that this argument should have been intro- 
duced in the initial hearing. In 1988, when they had completed six years of their 
sentence they appealed again, this time more successfully, since the judge first gave 
them six months and then changed it to seven days of rigorous imprisonment. Not 
once in this judgment is the fact that both men were consenting parties raised as 
an issue.38 

If the “victim” of allegedly unwanted unnatural acts is suspected of being a 
“habitual sodomite” the charges are usually dropped and the victim is viewed as 
equally liable. This is similar to the tendency of judges not to uphold rape charges 
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when a female victim is proved to be sexually promiscuous. Thus, in Ratan Mia v 
State of Assam, cwo witnesses, Solomon and Gulabdin, lodged a complaint with the 
local police to “protect” an eighteen-year-old “lad,” Ratansi, the employee of their 
neighbor, Nowshirwani Irani, a restaurant keeper. In this case the judge is uncon- 
vinced by the witnesses’ conflicting and inconsistent accounts and also by their 
claim that Ratansi is a victim. The judge describes Ratansi as a “hefty young man” 
who “appears to be a despicable specimen of humanity.” The judge decides that 
Ratansi is a voluntary “catamite.” The judge's description of Ratansi’s hefty body 
seems to illustrate Mrinalini Sinha’s point about the colonial imagination’s con- 
tradictory tendency to assign hypervirile masculinity and thus degenerate sexual- 
ity to some colonized males (often associated with the nonintellectual class) and 
hypereffeminacy (often paradoxically associated with the colonized elite who were 
the intelleceual nonlaboring class) to others.39 According to the judge, since Ratansi 
“on his own admission is addicted to the vice of a catamite,” and since the medical 
examiner's report suggests no recent penetration, the charges should be dropped. 
It is interesting that despite medical evidence, and despite the nature of “penetra- 
tion” being in doubt (since witnesses’ accounts varied), Ratansi’s vices remain a 
strong component of the judge's ruling. Although consent is immaterial under 
Section 377 and the commentaries assert that if the so-called victim of penetration 
is consenting he is equally liable, the judge does not pursue Ratansi’s liability or 
punish him in this case. 

The judge describes the two witnesses, Solomon and Gulabdin, as “equally 
queer” due to several factors. First, as witnesses claiming to protect an unconsent- 
ing Ratansi, they quietly watched through a peephole the unnatural act of Ratansi 
sitting on Irani’s lap while Irani ejaculated; second, the revenge motive appears 
again, since the judge finds that Solomon and Irani bear grudges against one another 
because Solomon does not pay regularly or fully for refreshments at Irani’s shop; 
and third, initially Solomon conceals the fact that he is a policeman. 

Three of the earliest cases, Kbairati v Emperor (1844), Ghasita v Emperor (1844), 
and Esop v Emperor (1836), are mentioned in commentaries, but judgments are not 
available. Since Section 377 was not codified in 1844 I am speculating chat the 
courts employed British antisodomy law. Both Khairati and Ghasita and their “vic- 
tims” were suspected to be “habitual sodomites” (or “confirmed sodomites”) who 
also habitually cross-dressed. Khairati is described as a man who habitually wore 
women’s clothes and exhibited physical signs of having committed the offense. The 
judges state that such factors should not be used to convict him since corrobora- 
tion and medical evidence are required for a conviction. Therefore, charges made 
by the “victims” were dropped. In another contradictory commentary a judge 
describes “hijras” as those “who form a class by themselves and who dress in women’s 
clothes and dance and sing and ape the manners and vices of nautch girls” but who, 
like young boys, cows, mares, fowl, and buffalo, are especially targets of adult male 
penetration. 

Esop v Emperor suggests a “consensual” situation in which Esop, who was on board 
one of the East India Company's ships, was accused by his superiors of sodomy.4! 
Esop's defense was that he was a native of Baghdad and his act was not considered 
an offense there. Esop’s defense was rejected and he was convicted. Arthur N. 
Gilbert has suggested that British Navy ships often used certain guidelines to arbi- 
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trarily convict servants or officers (British and non-British) and the rates of con- 
victions varied depending upon whether or not active wars were being fought by 
the British Navy. He describes the navy as a “total institution” (as used by sociol- 
ogist Erving Goffman) where buggery was viewed as rampant and inevitable yet 
was publicly punished (often more so than murders on ship).42 Esop’s case demon- 
strates one of the British Navy's extraspecial concerns on board. 

The fifth category is chat of heterosexual married couples, and there are very few 
cases in this category. Grace Jayamani petitioned for divorce from her husband, E. 
P. Peter, on the grounds of sodomy.4? Jayamani and Peter are identified in the 
records as Protestant Christians married in 1971 by proper religious rites. Grace 
Jayamani’s primary ground for the petition is sodomy, but she and her father also 
introduce other factors such as cruelty. Jayamani states: “At the time of having sex- 
ual intercourse, the respondent used to put his male organ into my mouth or he 
used to put it into my anus. He was not prepared to have sexual intercourse in the 
usual way nor was he prepared to have sexual intercourse at my desire in the usual 
way. He used to conduct with me in a very cruel way at the time of having inter- 
course.” (AIR 1982, 48). Grace Jayamani’s main witness, her father, corroborated: 
“My son-in-law was troubling my daughter like anything. He was biting her 
breasts. He was beating her. My son-in-law i.e., the respondent was forcing my 
daughter for sexual intercourse during menstrual period. He was coercing her when 
she was ill. My daughter used to fall unconscious because of over indulgence on the 
part of respdt. in sexual intercourse. My daughter developed fear foebia [sic] on 
account of cruel attitude of the respt. towards her. ... My son-in-law was behav- 
ing like a beast” (AIR 1982, 48). 

The district judge spends an unusual amount of time discussing how sodomy 
should be defined in this case of a heterosexual married couple since he believes 
thac the early colonial legislators “in keeping with delicacy of the earlier writers 
on English Common Law were reluctant to set out in detail the elements of 
sodomy because of its loathsome nature” (AIR 1982, 48). After consulting sources 
such as the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, Jowitt’s Dictionary of English Law, 
American Jurisprudence, 1] Edition Volume 70, and some earlier cases such as Jellyman 
8 C & P 604 in 1838 (a case involving a heterosexual married couple where the 
judge found the wife not guilty as she did not consent to anal penetration by her 
husband), the judge states that sodomy is “noncoital, carnal copulation with a 
member of the same or opposite sex, ¢.g. per anus or per os. Thus a man may 
indulge in sodomy with his wife” (AIR 1982, 48). In other words, the judge 
decided that a husband could be “guilty of sodomy on his wife if she was not a 
consenting party.” Grace Jayamani'’s lack of consent led to a decree for dissolu- 
tion of the marriage. This was the only Section 377 case involving two adults in 
which the issue of consent was actually articulated. It is significant that a wife's 
lack of consent serves to release her from a marriage but an adult male's consent 
lands him in prison. 

Of the total of twenty-seven cases pertaining to Section 377 that I have exam- 
ined, judgments are available in nineteen while the other eight are discussed in 
commentaries. In fifteen of the nineteen judgments convictions are handed down, 
and in three of the eight cases discussed in commentaries convictions occur. Section 
377 states that punishment can be imprisonment for life or up to ten years. 
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The severest punishment was handed to Ratan Mia and Abdul Nur, who had 
already completed six years in prison, and appealed three times. This was one of 
the few cases where both parties were consenting men. Their third appeal (discussed 
above) reduced their sentence to seven days of rigorous imprisonment. It is unclear 
what che length of their sentence was in their original 1981 crial. This case is sig- 
nificant since it appears that the sex here was consensual. Much of the legal activism 
around Section 377 has been aimed at legalizing consensual sex and identifying 
nonvaginal, forced sex as “rape” (sometimes problematically referred to as “homo- 
sexual rape”). The mildest punishment was two months’ imprisonment, inflicted 
on Chitaranjan Das. This judgment was extremely brief and did not indicate 
whether the circumstances involved unconsenting or consenting patties. 
Chitaranjan Das was described by the judge as a “highly educated and cultured per- 
son suffering from mental aberration” who “will suffer loss of service and serious 
consequences for his career.”44 Although the judge makes no reference to Havelock 
Ellis in this case, the circumstances seem to echo Ellis’s claim that true sexual inver- 
sion (often coupled with “neurotic and degenerate” tendencies) exists among two 
groups—“men of exceptional abilities” and criminals. 


The Ladies (or Lesbians) Are Lucky 


Within the limited legalistic discourse of Section 377, the issue that remains 
unaddressed by activists is the unconscious and conscious privileging of the phal- 
lus even in the denaturing of compulsory heterosexuality. The question of pen- 
etration by any object other than a phallus does not seem to have been raised in 
the case law or commentaries so far. Some gay activists maintain that sex segre- 
gation, seclusion of women, and invisibility of lesbians in the private sphere 
makes life less difficult for lesbians. Furthermore, they suggest that “the ladies 
are lucky. Section 377 doesn’t really affect lesbians.”45 Despite the structural 
and cultural relegation of women to the private sphere (where maintaining honor 
and purity, preventing shame, and reproducing national culture is valued), and 
despite the conceptual invisibility of female sexual autonomy in the overt 
legalisms of Section 377, this law has been sought to be used against some 
women who have wished to live as long-term lovers or friends and create new 
forms of kinship. 

Although no women have been convicted so far, the statute is used to intim- 
idate women. Women who have tried to apply for marriage licenses in civil court 
have been threatened with Section 377 by their fathers or by civil servants at 
marriage registries. Newspaper reports of such cases suggest that many of these 
women are from working-class or lower-middle-class, semi-urban, non-English- 
speaking families. In a piece entitled “Gender Jam: Case of a Curious Marriage,” 
India Today reported that Tarunlata, age thirty-three, underwent a sex-change in 
1987 to become a man—Tarunkumar—in order to marry Lila Chavda, age 
twenty-three, in December of 1989. Muljibhai, Lila’s father, filed a case in the 
Gujarat High Court, stating that since “it is a lesbian relationship,” action should 
be taken on grounds of Section 377 to annul the marriage. His petition states, 
“Tarunkumar possesses neither the male organ nor any natural mechanism of 
cohabitation, sexual intercourse and procreation of children. Adoption of any 
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unnatural mechanism does not create manhood and as such Tarunkumar is not 
a male.” Muljibhai’s lawyer claimed that “even an impotent Hindu male can 
marry because impotency is no bar to his marriage. In this case Tarunkumar was 
not a Hindu male at the time of birth.” Tarunkumar and Lila declared that even 
if their marriage was found null and void by the Gujarat High Court, they would 
“continue to live together because we are emotionally attached to one another.” 
Muljibhai won the case and the marriage was found to be void and annulled. 
The couple now live in Tarunkumar's parents’ home and they assert that the real 
reason Muljibhai objects to their marriage is that he will not get a dowry from 
the groom, which is common in their community.*6 


Conclusion 


The case filed in 1994 against Section 377 is still in litigation. Heteropatriarchal 
ideologies of shame and duty, coupled with culcural and structural violence, con- 
tinue to be powerfully articulated by post- and neocolonial forms of homophobia. 
But this exists in tension with mushrooming queer, national, and diasporic activism, 
writing, and research. Over the last decade, a number of organizations have appeared 
in urban areas, with newsletters, helplines, and more recently Internet listservs and 
websites (for a list see notes 11 and 12 of Ruth Vanita’s introduction). They have 
organized protests, conferences, and petitions to the Indian government and the 
United Nations. These tensions carry the promise of further re-visionings of tradi- 
tion, rights, kinship, and transnational community. 
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Sultan Mahmud’s Makeover 


Colonial Homophobia 
and the Persian-Urdu Literary Tradition 


Scott Kugle 


In Lahore, the culcural capital of modern Pakistan, one cannot help running into 
conflicting images of Sultan Mahmud of Ghazna. In che late medieval and early 
modern periods, Mahmud was a subject of immense literary appeal, due to his 
lifelong romance with his cupbearer, servant, and lover, named Ayaz. This homo- 
erotic romance, the subject of epic as well as lyrical poems, first in Persian and 
later in Urdu (sometimes called Hindustani, the linguistic forerunner to mod- 
ern Hindi), was suppressed during British colonial occupation of South Asia. 
However, made-over images of Mahmud of Ghazna continued to play a key role 
in British colonial ideology, as well as in later anticolonial religious/nationalist 
ideologies among both Muslims and Hindus. This study attempts to recapture 
the repressed image of Mahmud as a romantic hero by translating passages of 
Persian poetry that have been ignored both by Westerners and by South Asians. 


Mahmud the Lover in Persian Poetry 


Mahmud became Sultan of Ghazna (in modern Afghanistan) at the age of twenty- 
three, at the turn of the eleventh century C.£. He was the grandson of a Turkic 
slave-soldier, and his father had risen to the position of supreme military ruler 
of eastern Iran and Afghanistan. Sultan Mahmud combined Turkic military 
prowess with Persian administration to forge an empire that bridged West, 
Central, and South Asia. He spent his thirty-two-year reign in military cam- 
paigns, against rival Turkic sultans to the west in Iran and rival Hindu rajas to 
the east in the Indo-Gangetic Basin. He was the first Muslim leader to make 
military alliances with Hindu kings and also to make deep incursions into con- 
tinental South Asia. He annexed the Punjab into his Islamic realm and set up 
Lahore as a regional capital wich a Muslim garrison, thus initiating the Islamic 
period of this city’s history. 

Muslim authors lifted the story of Mahmud out of a historical framework and 
gave him a more vivid life as an archetypal lover. Although he married and had 
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sons (as any dynastic ruler would), literary texts celebrated not so much his conquests 
as his lifelong relationship with Ayaz. Ayaz was purchased as a non-Muslim slave 
from eastern Afghanistan, on the border of Kashmir.! Slavery in Islamic courts and 
armies was a different institution from European or American slavery, and Ayaz was 
trained as a courtier. He was also known in historical chronicles by the name Abu al- 
Najm Ahmad. Although Ayaz helped Mahmud’s son and heir Mas‘ud to oust his 
brother and ascend the throne, Masud slighted Ayaz, calling him “my father’s sneeze” 
and passing him over while assigning governorships. However, Ayaz continued to 
play an important role in the court at Ghazna while trying to solve the bitter succes- 
sion quarrel between Mas‘ud's two sons. In the midst of this conflict, both Ayaz and 
the rival he supported, Majdud, were assassinated, ostensibly by the second son, 
Mawdud, who took the throne in 1042 c.k. Persian historical chronicles remember 
Ayaz as a man not conventionally beautiful, but “adept in the art of pleasing.”? 

In Persianate lands (including India, Iran, Afghanistan, and Central Asia) 
Mahmud and Ayaz were always mentioned as a pair, on par with heterosexual roman- 
tic partners like Laila and Majnun, or Heer and Ranjha. This erotic Mahmud was the 
subject of a whole body of poems, some epic and some lyrical. 

The best example of an epic poem, is the Masnavi of Zulali, an Iranian poet who 
died 1615 c.E.3 In his vivid account of their love, romance overshadows empire 
building. Mahmud goes to invade Kashmir, and takes a morning snooze. In his 
dream he sees a beautiful young slave pouring wine at a banquet. Mahmud goes to 
seize him and the youth winks and smiles, striking love into Mahmud’s heart. 


When the cupbearer of the tavern pours out beauty and sorrow 
Understanding’s heart surges beyond the bounds of moderation 


May no glasslike heart remain unshattered 

May no wine-filled goblet be without a rapt drinker 

That night, Mahmud himself became wine, burgundy as spilled blood 
He was the glass in the cupbearer’s hand like a trained royal falcon 
The cupbearer came in, circling with amorous flirtation 

The sting of his playful glance cut the vein of Mahmud’s glass 

With what teasing the cupbearer poured pure red wine 

Rubbing tart salt into the wounds of such sweet dreams 


Pure wine he poured from the glass lip of his soul 
Its potency saturated everyone who looked upon him* 


His lashes like an executioner, blade balanced on his shoulder 

His sidelong glance like a sword, ready to flash out at vulnerable necks 
His hair twists with a kind of ensnaring 

That could capture a hundred sleepless eyes 


From whichever angle you glance at his form 
You are left devastated by his elegant inattention 
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in the assembly came players with drums and flutes 
In one breath, music roused a flood of brimming wine cups 


Crying and moaning, Mahmud danced from longing for his love 
As if his skin were being shed from his body 


Serving handsome companions dressed in sheer muslin with gold cups 
Droplets of sweat from the cupbearer's brow rolled along his ear 


The wine jug circled around, bringing the two into intimacy 
Mahmud’s ecstasy boiled over in his delicious dream vision 


The Sultan of Ghazna approached as if to capture him 
‘When with a wink of abandon, Ayaz slew him on the spot 


The best of the verdant youthful beauty of Kashmir 
The delicacy of his lip would make him the royal cupbearer 


His lip, like a bud breaking into bloom, pouring forth smiles 
The way his mouth curls in laughter stills all pain 


If one could taste the breath of that lip, like a sugared pistachio 
From the sweetness of his lip one would break into endless laughter 


To speak of that slender tender mouth 
Would bring Mahmud’s very soul to his lips 


In the softness of the hair that frames it 
The way to his mouth could be easily lost 


‘When Ayaz approached him, glass in hand 
Mahmud contemplated him from the depth of his breast 


Splendor the color of blood, a rending and lifting of veils 
Ayaz captured Mahmud’s heart and left his chest intact 


Such a youth, who carried off Mahmud’s heart 
With one word to him became Mahmud’s own breast. 


Mahmud awakens, agonized by longing for the youth he saw in his dream. He learns 
that the young man is a slave for sale in the markets of Badakhshan, the moun- 
tainous region between Afghanistan and Kashmir. His planned invasion of Kashmir 
is called off; instead, he goes to find Ayaz: 


In that market in Badakhshan, trade in young men thrives 
But Mahmud was searching for a rose of a different hue 


His gaze fell upon the face of his Ayaz, in a flash 
He knew they must be together, he must buy him as a master 


The gaze of the lover lingered over the one he loved 
And struck his heart like the sting of a wasp 
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When the two found each others’ eyes 
Their breathing transformed into sighs 


As Mahmud imbibed the fresh beauty of Ayaz 
If just seeing that lip made him drunk, a kiss would floor him 


What beauty, like a roseate glass of wine 
That kindles a flame, searing the souls of lovers 


His slender waist easing into his hips and thighs 
Like a deer captured, but unbroken by its bonds 


If his face shone like the moon, his dark tresses were a sigh 
Of Mahmud when cool shade flickers over his nape. 


Mahmud purchases Ayaz as a slave, and takes him back to Ghazna. Mahmud tries 
to overcome their separation as master and slave, and beseeches Ayaz to become his 
cupbearer and constant companion not out of coercion but out of love. In the fol- 
lowing scene, pouring wine becomes a metaphor both for kissing and for love's 
intoxication. The redness of wine blends suggestively into the redness of lips and 
the redness of blood shed from a longing heart: 


Mahmud set a cup beside him and a decanter before him 
Full of burgundy wine, as if distilled from his own heart 


He filled the cup with wine like his love's ruby lips 
Entangled in the curls of Ayaz, Mahmud began to lose control 


He filled the cup with wine from the clouds of forgetfulness 

The glow of Ayaz set the glass aflame with scintillating colors 
He lifted the cup to Ayaz and bade him drink 

His heart melted as he held the cup to his lips 

Mahmud urged him to drink wine from his own hand 

‘Yet a complaint showed in the eyes of Ayaz, a fear of intoxication 
But as a servant, Ayaz drank from the cup 

Asa ruby droplet rolled from his lip to his shirt 


His words lay in jumbles as the drop rolled to his foot 

And the wine sent him spinning in drunkenness 

Hard of breath, Mahmud said, “In this intimacy one can pursue desire 
But | can only utter sighs while watching you delicately drink! 
Tonight, I'm in the mood to finally reach you 

How long has my only wish from God been delayed 


Your lips have become ruby red, as intense as the wine 
Such a ruby spells the death of better discretion 
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Your mouth is a wine bottle overflowing 
Since the color of wine flows over your lips 


Those are not black curls nestled against your cheeks 
Since your glance is aflame they must be wisps of smoke 


Gazing at you, they seem not like musk-scented curls 
For where there is burning desire there must be smoke 


Come to me now, bare all, that | may kiss your lips 
Those very rose petals that make a beard tender and soft 


‘Your lip is a single drop of wine distilled 
My heart's desire is only to taste it unconstrained 


Against the black lashes, how bright are your eyes 
Aw | fated to glimpse them only from a distance! 


You never look at me directly in the eye 
Though with one glance you will rob me of my heart 


This is the last breath | will release from my soul 
Without your beauty open before me, | will surely die 


If you let me embrace your full form 
From my grave stately box-trees will grow tall like you 


That idol of Kashmir, like a rose blooming in a graceful cypress 
From head to toe your elegant form has set me boiling!” 


Ayaz's sweet mouth drawing close, closer 
His smile fully prepared, his lip set for the charge 


Then from his smile, sweetness boiled over 
He took the wine-cup from the Sultan’s hand 


From that moment, Ayaz was the cupbearer of Mahmud 
Whose whole world became drunk with his playful grace.” 


In this epic poem, the two lovers endure a series of misunderstandings, separations, 
and interference by outsiders. Ayaz is tripped up by jealous courtiers, seduced by 
a young woman, and eventually kidnapped by the king of Kashmir. Yet they are 
reunited and their love triumphs. The poet’s emphasis on universal love through 
the very particular relationship becween the two men leads him to rewrite many of 
the facts of Mahmud’s adventures. Mahmud invades India and destroys Hindu tem- 
ples in order to rescue the hostage Ayaz. Love is the lens through which his mili- 
tary exercises are to be understood—not plunder or piety. Love is the key symbol 
in his story, in accord with the worldview of Sufism that exalts love as the highest 
human value, and ultimately the sole cause for che creation of the world.8 
Mahmud and Ayaz also appear in more clearly devotional Sufi poetry in less 
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overtly sensual ways. In Rumi's writings Ayaz becomes an allegory for the perfect 
man’s loyalty and sincerity, while in Sa'di’s poetry he is the exemplar of true love. 
Since students of Persian traditionally and even today begin with Sa‘di’s Bustan, 
they cannot avoid encountering Mahmud as lover. Apart from valorizing this love 
as one that overcomes the hierarchical difference berween master and slave, some 
poets also emphasize that it is based more on inner than outer beauty. Sadi writes: 
“A petty fellow once slandered the king of Ghazna, saying, ‘How strange that Ayaz 
is not beautiful at all! A rose with no beautiful hue has no fine fragrance, so how 
bizarre that a nightingale should go mad with love for such a rose!’ When this story 
reached the ears of Mahmud, he became rapt in thought, saying, ‘I love him for the 
way he behaves, not for his stature and appearance.’"9 

Given the later colonial and postcolonial denunciatory stereotyping of all male- 
male love in medieval Islamic contexts as “pederastic,” it is important to note that 
there is little evidence in the poetry itself to fix the age of a masculine beloved. 
There are few concrete linguistic or imagistic clues to determine whether “boy,” 
“youth,” or “young man” would be most accurate in translation. Poets were fond 
of praising a man whose beard had grown in, just as they would praise a youth 
whose face was still smooth. The case of Mahmud and Ayaz is significant in this 
ongoing debate over the nature of premodern male-male love. It demonstrates that 
the ideal love between males was not necessarily “boy love” at all.!0 Mahmud and 
Ayaz are the archetype of perfect male lovers, but both are adult men and some 
poets dwell on Ayaz’s facial hair as a sign of his desirability. 

Lyric love poetry also participated in the celebration of the emotional and sen- 
sual relationship between Mahmud and Ayaz. Mahmud Lahori (d. 1574) was a 
native South Asian who wrote in the high cultural language of Persian in his home 
city of Lahore.!! His collection of short, intense ghazals, entitled Chronicle of 
Mabmud, is not so much about the historical person as about his archetypal role as 
a lover yearning for his distant beloved. In the final couplet of each poem, the two 
lovers are identified as “Mahmud” and “Ayaz”: 


By your beguiling black mole, this charred heart has flared up again, tulip-red 
One sly glance from your dear eye makes even white gazelles hide in shame 


From the effect of your ruby lip the tulip in the garden 
Sways drunken, with never a sip from any other scarlet cup 


Faint whiskers emerge from the soft edge of your cheeks like wisps of perfume 
Who could think that the luminous halo that circles the moon mars its beauty! 


Ayaz has vexed the heart of Mahmud and left him in troubled agitation 
Mahmud gazed upon him—if only he'd pondered this poem instead!12 


The poet makes clever use of the convention whereby in the last couplet of a ghazal 
the poet addresses himself by his own name, as if speaking to a third person. In this 
case, the poet’s name, Mahmud, allows him to identify with the historical Mahmud. 
One is left to wonder who the poet’s Ayaz is, to whom the whole collection is 
addressed: 
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Cast the veil from the moon of your countenance 
So the sun won't be able to claim a beam of beauty 


You try to stop me from drinking this roseate wine! 
Here, take my heart and soul and roast them over the fire 
1 come to kiss your foot with my head on the ground 
Crying like a woman, | come with ever-new agitation 

| recall sitting in your company and heave a sigh 

As if from grief each breath becomes a lute string 


Ayaz has looted the heart of Mahmud and carried off 
Patience, joy, repose, the power to eat, the possibility of sleep.13 


The purpose of the ghazal is not ro tell a story but rather to evoke the various, 
evanescent moods of love. However, the constant references to Mahmud and Ayaz 
anchor the archetypal images of wine and the cupbearer. Some ghazal writers leave 
the gender of the beloved ambiguous, or alternate between masculine and feminine 
objects of desire in order to mask the beloved's identity. In contrast, Lahori consis- 
tently identifies che beloved as male, through the trope of Mahmud’s passionate 
longing for Ayaz. 


The cupbearer fills the glass now from the right now from the left 
With a wine of ancient vintage now from the right now from the left 


Advisors warn me against wine, but to what effect} 
The cupbearer takes care of me now from the right now from the left 


If the rose would brag before his beauty, | invoke the breeze 
To blow it down in shame now from the right now from the left 


On both sides of your path, pure lovers wait in passion just for you 
Revealing their hidden beauties like tulips now from the right now from the left 


The pure radiance of your face impassions old men and youths alike 
Who circle you, a nimbus around the moon, now from the right now from the left 


What pure splendor the cupbearer lends to Mahmud’s cheeks 
When his dark, musky ringlets brush now from the right now from the left.14 


That impertinent lover pays no attention to my state of heart 
I've never met another so well trained in the laws of flirtation 


Experienced men cry at his merciless inattentiveness 
Have they ever met a young man so whimsically bold? 


His blossoming garden throws every lane into ruin 
No one is more malicious in mischievous love 
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Many people have petitioned God for more beauty 
Yet even the spirits of heaven can’t match his capriciousness 


What a delightful surprise when such a mischievous flirt comes 
To his tear-stained lover with his mischief seemingly concealed 


Mahmud lies ruined by his love since the moment 
His Ayaz first turned his glance meaningfully away.15 


The copies of Lahori’s poems found in the library of Punjab University in Lahore 
were thick with dust and had not been checked out since the library adopted 
stamped cards. This body of poetry is now completely marginalized in the con- 
sciousness of South Asian Muslim men. In addition, the implicit acknowledgement 
of homoerotic activity that it represents is also abjected as a sign of “Western influ- 
ence and decadence.”!6 If there is ever a discussion of homosexuality, it is framed 
as a Western import of sexual liberation, cable television, and Internet pornogra- 
phy. How did such a massive repression take place across South Asia? 


The Suppression of Homoerotic Texts under Colonialism 


British colonial ascendancy in South Asia incited an assault on these images of 
Sultan Mahmud as a homoerotic lover. Under British influence, Urdu poets and 
critics, drawing on what had been less-than-dominant homophobic elements in 
Islamic tradition, excised the homoerotic Mahmud from their literary tradition. 
The massive violence of the British conquest of Delhi in 1857, which extinguished 
the last vestiges of the weak but symbolically vivid Mughal regime, shocked the 
Muslim educated class into a major restructuring exercise. Intellectuals and authors 
were forced to remake their cultural orientation in order to survive, find employ- 
ment, and create meaningful lives in the new colonial regime. Their cultural inher- 
itance was subject to a brutal critique by colonial administrators who set the new 
standards of “civilization and cultivation.” In particular their poetic tradition was 
attacked for its perceived homoerotic “vulgarity.” 

The British not only policed the corridors of literary imagery but also framed 
homoerotic love as “criminal activity.” Thomas Babington Macaulay, who designed 
the colonial education system that would teach South Asians “civilization” on 
British Victorian models, also helped frame the legislation that labeled sodomy and 
other acts of love between men “unnatural” and made them criminal offenses. The 
law was part of the new colonial criminal code, and remains in the penal codes of 
India and Pakistan today.!7 

British historiography defined Muslims as one of the “martial castes,” and the 
figure of the homoerotic male lover was discarded as a cultural “abject” along with 
previously abjected figures such as the gender-transgressive Qalandars.!8 Hijras 
faced similar criminalization under British rule, as did female concubines, musi- 
cians, and dancers, who were labeled “prostitutes.”!9 All can be seen as “sexual 
minorities” who nonetheless had a somewhat respected (or at least grudgingly 
accepted) role in precolonial society. 
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The legal enactment was not directly effective; there have been very few prose- 
cutions based on “sex acts against the order of nature” (see Suparna Bhaskaran’s 
essay in this volume). However, it had more insidious effects as a threat and a goad 
to reform. The Mughal court and, toa lesser extent, regional courts that were based 
on the Mughal pattern and owed nominal allegiance to the Mughal ruler in Delhi, 
had acted as the main patrons for literary production. After 1857 these lay in ruins 
and their role was deliberately monopolized by the education wing of the British 
administration. This administration allowed an older generation of authors who 
had been loyal ro Mughal rule to fall into poverty. The poet Asadullah Khan 
Ghalib’s memoirs, written in this period, bear eloquently tragic testimony to this 
process as he repeatedly and unsuccessfully petitioned che Queen of England (now 
Empress of India) to continue the poet's stipend he had received under Mughal 
patronage.20 The administration raised up a new generation of “reformist” Urdu 
literati who were educators in colleges. Their salaries were paid by the colonial 
administration and they were commissioned to write “new poetry” that discred- 
ited older styles of writing. 

What followed was a complex revision of the literary tradition of Urdu and 
Persian poetics as Muslim poets, literati, and historians purged their literature of 
most erotic themes and especially of homoerotic themes. This purge was partly 
motivated by fear of colonial laws and partly by ambition to gain salaried positions 
in the colonial administration. Viewed more sympathetically, this revisionism can 
be seen as the result of an acute moral bewilderment after the dramatic destruction 
of the Mughal ruling dynasty in Delhi. The two main architects of these cultural 
teadjustments were the poets Altaf Husayan Hali and Muhammad Husayn Azad. 
Hali saw the poetic tradition he had inherited as a rudely buile hall of mirrors chat 
reflected only the moral defects of its creators: “[W]ith inexpert hands they have 
fashioned a house of mirrors for the nation, which they may enter to study their 
features and realize who they were and what they have become.”2! Hali and Azad 
transformed the violence they experienced and the terror they internalized into a 
self-generated critique, as if their culeure “deserved” the harsh treatment it received 
from the British due to its own prior decadence and fall from Islamic norms. It is 
largely due to their efforts chat the love of Mahmud and Ayaz nearly disappeared 
from the Muslim male imagination. 

Altaf Husayn Hali (1837-1914) grew up in a traditional Muslim atmosphere 
where knowledge meant knowledge of Arabic scripture and Persian poetry. At the 
age of seventeen he ran away from home and a marriage arranged by his family to 
seek further education in Delhi. He found refuge at an Islamic college, and con- 
tinued his studies of Arabic language and literature. He submitted his poetry to 
the renowned poet Ghalib for correction and refinement. Under family pressure, 
he took a job in the British Deputy Collector's office. He was twenty when north- 
ern India was enflamed by rebellion against che British the British eventually sacked 
Delhi and the city was transformed, in Ghalib’s words, into “a sea of blood.”2? 
Although he personally escaped harm, his family was burdened with supporting 
refugees. Hali was one of many Muslims who—about fifteen years after the sack 
of Delhi, the execution of the Mughal royal family, and the persecution of all who 
were suspected of supporting them—began to recover from the shock of these 
events and to seek employment in the new administration. In 1870 he emigrated 
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to Lahore and found work in the government book depot, checking translations of 
English books into Urdu. 

These years saw a concatenation of events that signaled the formation of a ris- 
ing class of Muslims who were willing to participate in the colonial system in hopes 
of replacing the former aristocratic class devastated by the British. The year 1875 
witnessed the opening of the Anglo-Oriental College at Aligarh, the first educa- 
tional institution run by Muslims to impart English-oriented education. The poet 
and scholar Muhammad Husayn Azad (1834-1910) organized a new poetry com- 
petition in Lahore in 1874 to replace the old-style poetry recitals that had flour- 
ished under Mughal patronage. Azad and Hali became friends at the Punjab Society 
organized by Colonel Holroyd, the British director of public instruction in Lahore, 
to sponsor the association of “educated natives” with British administrators and to 
foster a revival of “oriental learning” under British guidance. Azad, a major ideo- 
logue in this Anglo-Oriental learned society and an employee of Colonel Holroyd, 
aimed to elicit a new body of Urdu poetry on “moral” and “natural” chemes, thus 
cleansing poetry of “obscene” and homoerotic imagery. Along with Azad, Hali par- 
ticipated in the society's poetry competitions that sparked his own literary career.23 

Hali found the scapegoat he needed in “Persian” culture. He pictured Persian 
poets as effete, slothful, and corrupt, although he admitted that their poetic cre- 
ations may also have been refined, graceful, and expressive. He tried to reject 
“Persianate” models in order to revert to an imagined earlier, “purer” Arabic poetry 
that had the manly virtues of vigor, fortitude, directness, and “naturalness.” This 
shift in models explains the force of his long didactic poem Madd 0 Jarr-i Islam (The 
Flow and Ebb of Islam, better known as his Musaddas). In both form and content, 
this poem praises the original Islam “of the Arabs” over the medieval Islam of the 
Persians and Persian-speaking Turks. He deliberately eschewed the poetic forms of 
the ghazal and the masnavis, which were preeminently vehicles for love poetry and 
were the dominant poetic forms up until Hali’s time (as demonstrated by che trans- 
lations above). Rather, he adopted a six-lined stanza form, the Musaddas, to launch 
his devastating critique of past poetic traditions and to announce his aim of recurn- 
ing to the more “manly” poetic and pious ideals that he claimed were enshrined in 
Arab culture and literature. 


The filthy archives of poetry and odes 
more foul than a cesspool in its putridity 


By which the earth is convulsed as if by an earthquake 
and makes the angels blush in heaven 


Such is the place of our literature among other branches of learning, 
by which learning and faith are quite devastated.24 


‘The key to understanding the full impact of this rhetoric is the image of “the earth 
convulsed as if by an earthquake,” an image that resonates with the saying commonly 
attributed to the Prophet Muhammad that when a man sexually mounts another 
man the earth beseeches God to allow it to convulse and swallow them up to conceal 
their act. Through such images Hali draws on older sources of homophobia that had 
not acquired social dominance in precolonial South Asia, and gives them new author- 
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ity for modern South Asian Muslims. In precolonial times, even conservative reli- 
gious scholars equivocated before attributing this supposed saying to the Prophet, 
and indeed some of the most learned outright rejected its authenticity.25 

Hali also brought into vogue the idea that while Arabs were not given to homo- 
eroticism either in poetry or in social practice, Persians and Turks were homoeroti- 
cally inclined and bequeathed this legacy to South Asian Muslims.26 Hali's 
“Introduction to Poetry and Poetics” was a history of Urdu literature that continues 
to influence the field until coday.27 In it he worked out his moral condemnation of 
the supposed vulgarities and obscenities enshrined in Persian and Urdu poetry. 
Primary among these was homoerotic desire. In his view, “all che poets of Iran laid 
the foundation of lyric love poetry only on the love of young men and beardless boys,” 
which made the ghazal vile and immoral. In his critique, Hali left certain words 
transliterated from English. Their moral force would have been lost had they been 
detached from the English language and thus from the colonial regime. Such terms 
include the polarities of “nacural/unnatural,” “moral/immoral,” “civilization/despotic 
government,” and even “poetry/literature.”28 Hali deemed these terms, central to the 
new British morality, to have no linguistic equivalent in Persian and Urdu. The argu- 
ment that homoerotic desire is against “human nature” reveals his translation of 
British morality into Urdu prose: “For a man to fall madly in love with a man, and 
seek union and enjoyment with him, is something that human nature entirely 
rejects."29 Only in che twentieth century have new Urdu terms been coined to 
approximate the inflections of the English word wnnatural.30 

Hali advocated a radical “ethical cleansing” of the Urdu and Persian ghazal. He 
claimed that love lyrics should express love in a pure and simple form, devoid of 
any sensuality. He called this “spiritual love.” Above all, he felt, the poet should 
never specify the gender of the beloved, especially in ways that imply the male gen- 
der. Frances W. Pritchett cites Hali as even listing those words that should be sup- 
pressed in poetry, precisely because they might indicate that a male poet is 
addressing a masculine love object. If these terms were not suppressed, argued Hali, 
“we will be adjudged guilty according to the (British obscenity} law.”3! 

It was Hali who adopted what later became a popular strategy of dismissing ear- 
lier poetic expressions of homoerotic love as simply literary conventions that did 
not reflect sexual or social practices. Even some recent literary critics who are sym- 
pathetic to the earlier Urdu poetic tradition have valorized his line of apology. 
Pritchett, though normally as skeptical of Hali’s pronouncements as she is insight- 
ful about them, buys this line of apology wholeheartedly: “Particularly classical 
poetry did not legitimize the physical expression of pederastic desires ... but the 
people of the old {precolonial} culture felt able to invoke attraction to beautiful 
boys as a powerful, multivalent poetic image."32 However, as the recurrent poetic 
trope of the historical figures of Mahmud and Ayaz suggests, imagery was not always 
totally divorced from social “reality” of some sort. 

Critics who follow Hali more closely uphold his harsh condemnation of homo- 
erotic desire in the Persian-Urdu poetic tradition without dabbling in the subtleties 
of whether or not the erotic images reflected sexual practice. Ram Babu Saksena 
trumpets that in Urdu poetry “the boy is regarded as a mistress and his curls, his 
tresses, the down on his cheeks, his budding moustaches, the moles on his face, are 
celebrated with gusto in a sensual manner revolting to the mind."33 This train of 
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thought is taken up again by Muhammad Sadiq, who writes that lyric poetry “is 
ultimately traceable to homosexual love which had taken deep roots among the 
Persians and Persianized Arabs.”34 This barrage of condemnation and apology 
derives from Hali’s original acts of self-censorship, which are repeated with more 
vitriol and less sympathy than exists in the original. 

In Hali’s own time Urdu prose works embodied British moral rhetoric more 
directly chan did poetry. A prime example is the 1874 Urdu novel The Repentance 
of Nasub, by Nazir Ahmad, who was a college classmate of Hali’s and also an edu- 
cational administrator in the British government. In the novel, a father discovers 
his son’s hidden library of Urdu and Persian poetry. Overcoming his own nostalgic 
sentiments for this literature, he decides to burn the whole corpus as a nest of “irre- 
ligion and idolatry, discourtesy and shamelessness, obscenity, slander and lies.”35 

As the figure of Sultan Mahmud was emptied of homoerotic imagery (or for that 
matter amy romantic imagery), he was preserved as a figure of political importance 
in British colonial historiography. Colonialist discourse discredited deposed Muslim 
rulers as fanatics and framed Hindus as passive masses, thus valorizing the British 
as the only race moderate, temperate, and rational enough to rule a multiethnic, 
polyglot, religiously confusing region like South Asia. Paul Hardy has documented 
how historians writing from within the colonial enterprise positioned Sultan 
Mahmud as che justification for their racialized notion that morality is the basis of 
civilization and different types of morality are inherent in distinct races.3¢ British 
historians presented all of South Asian history before colonial rule as a clash of races 
defined primarily by religion. In this framework, Mahmud became the stereotyped 
Muslim Turk whose personal qualities characterized his “race.” His incursions into 
“Hindu India” were che site wherein both Hindus and Muslims were judged infe- 
tior for opposite reasons—Hindus for their supposed lassitude, servility, and con- 
templative effeminacy, and Muslims for their supposed intemperate warlike nature 
and tyrannical indolence. Thus the erasure of homoerotic elements in Sultan 
Mahmud's personality worked hand in glove with the need of colonial historians 
to present a racialized history of Muslim rule in South Asia that would justify their 
own political domination. 


Nationalist and Postindependence Versions of Mahmud 


Ic seems that in every age Mahmud and Ayaz are emptied of one meaning and 
assigned another. South Asian political movements that opposed British rule did 
not dispose of the British historical framework that placed Mahmud ac the origi- 
nal point of a communal and civilizational drama of domination; rather, they sim- 
ply shifted the fragments of the image around within that framework in order to 
reflect their own political, material, and moral needs. 

The modern moralism expressed in Hali’s campaigns intensified as Muslims 
began to resist British colonialism. Nationalist poet, philosopher, and lawyer 
Muhammad Iqbal cited Mahmud and Ayaz as cultural icons, but did so in a way 
that disengaged them from homeroticism: 


Mahmud and Ayaz stand in the same row to pray 
Neither of them was a slave and neither a master.37 
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Here Mahmud and Ayaz are models for modern Muslim men not because of their 
love for one another but because they represent slavery and masterhood transformed 
by Islamic piety into brotherly equality. Iqbal imagines a literal deflation of their 
erotic energies in a famous ghazal: 


No more enflaming in that passion, no more enticement in that beauty 
Not in the Ghaznavi'’s outrageous desire nor in the curls of Ayaz’s locks.38 


In this couplet Iqbal notes without remorse that the beauty Mahmud saw in Ayaz and 
the passion Ayaz invoked in Mahmud are no longer possible. The generation of Hali 
and Azad strove to deny them, but Iqbal’s generation could simply pronounce them 
gone. This pronouncement performed an important function in Iqbal’s ideology of 
modernity that tried to wrest Islam from the framework of love and refashion it into 
a metaphor for existential struggle and political activism. The couplet above follows 
these earlier couplets in the same ghazal: 


Finally, oh long expected essence, let me see you clothed in metaphor 
For a thousand prostrations pulse in this subservient forehead of mine 


‘When ! lowered my head in prostration, the ground began to speak 
“If your heart is still aware of idols, what do you expect of prayer!” 


Uncontrollably you hoard and save, but in reality your mirror is that mirror 
That once broken is only more valuable in the eyes of the mirror-maker.37 


The rhetoric of “essence” and “metaphor” once referred mainly to love—essential 
love being that directed by creator to creature, and metaphoric love that of one 
human for another. The broken mirror that in Sufi rhetoric represented the heart 
shattered in passionate love now refers to the ego made subservient to pious prayer 
that unites a community of patriotic believers. 

In the postindependence period marred by partition and the escalating violence 
of nation-states and communal ideologies, Mahmud continues to be a pivotal fig- 
ure. Among communalist Hindus and Muslims, the person of Mahmud is the 
touchstone for the triumph of one community over the other. Revivalist Hindus 
revile him as the first Muslim invader. In their view, his symbolic action of dese- 
crating idols represents their emasculation and the loss of Hindu political power. 
Although Mahmud never settled on Indian soil, chey argue, he introduced dese- 
cration, pillage, and rape, opening che way for waves of invasion by Muslim rulers 
from the Khyber Pass to the northwest. Their current retribution for this action of 
almost a thousand years ago is to revile Muslims as a community and attempt to 
drive them out of India. Through constant citations of Sultan Mahmud, organiza- 
tions like the Shiv Sena and the Bajrang Dal, whose stated ideological purpose is 
the militant reassertion of “Hindu masculinity,” target Muslims for attack and per- 
secution. 

In an inverse but parallel dynamic, communal-minded Muslims revere Mahmud 
as the prototype of Muslim military triumph on the subcontinent. They trumpet 
his iconoclasm as the desirable moral response of Muslims to a Hindu civilization 
that is both subservient to it and threatens to absorb it. Muslim revivalist move- 
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ments, especially those that advocated the creation of Pakistan as a separate state 
for Muslims, propagated a religious chauvinism that, in their perception, Mahmud 
himself initiated. They envision him as the prototype of Islamic piety, whose incur- 
sions into continental South Asia were primarily to extinguish Isma’ili heresy 
among the Muslims of Sindh rather than to conquer Hindus. And if he stripped 
Hindu temples of treasure, it was to “distribute all the money to the poor” in a dis- 
play of Islamic virtue rather than to enrich his coffers or pay his soldiers’ wages.40 
This ideology still rests upon contested notions of male sexuality and dominance, 
as can be seen in this account of Mahmud “desecrating” the temple of Somnath as 
narrated by a Pakistani lecturer at Lahore’s Government Training College who 
writes, “The Sultan walked straight into the temple {after the city of Somnath sur- 
rendered to his forces}. ... In the middle of the hall stood the nine-foot high Ling 
Mabadev {a phallic pillar representing the God Shiva) hewn from solid rock. The 
sight of the ugly Ling filled the victor with contempt. With one thrust of his spear, 
he chopped off its nose. He dealt such a blow with his mace that the Ling Mahadev 
broke into pieces.”41 The imagery here conveys not just desecration, but a sym- 
bolic circumcision, nose cutting (which, in Hindu narratives, represents dishonor), 
and castration. Communalist narratives do not simply suppress the homoerotic con- 
tent of Mahmud’s image; they convert its sexual energy into the violence of dom- 
ination and castration. 

These two opposing ideologies dominate the landscape of South Asia today, one 
reviling Mahmud as the ultimate villain, the other venerating him as the ultimate 
hero. In both formulations, an image of Mahmud acts as the “quilting point” for 
an ideology that equates an aggressive, militant, and violent manhood with com- 
munal virility based on emasculation of the rival “other. "42 Political statesmen and 
military strategists on either side of the newly created Pakistan-India border took 
up these ideologies to incite war against the “neighboring enemy.” In 1947 V. P. 
Menon warned his Indian government that the newly created state of Pakistan was 
comparable to Turkic “raiders” who had conquered India in the past: “The raiders 
are a grave threat to the integrity of India. Ever since the time of Mahmud of Ghazni 
{sic]....” Similarly, former Pakistani prime minister Zulfiqar Bhutto labeled his 
secret military plan for an attack that would cut Delhi off from Bombay the 
“Somnath offensive,” echoing the famous military adventure in which Mahmud 
plundered the wealthy Hindu temple at Somnath in Gujarat.43 

Even less communal versions of Mahmud’s fractured image suppress its homo- 
eroticism. Left-leaning Muslim intellectuals and literati in South Asia see Mahmud’s 
tule as the origin of the composite culture of Hindustan, which developed through 
the Persian language and court life that brought Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs into 
a common cultural milieu. They cite Mahmud as the royal patron of a Persian 
revival in literature and language that set the stage for medieval Hindustani cul- 
tural life, including the later development of Urdu and of Indo-Muslim architec- 
ture. They also credit him with the creation of a multiethnic, polycommunal 
standing army. They date the inception of this composite culture to the activities 
of Mahmud’s court in Ghazna, his expansion into India and his annexation of the 
Punjab: “Mahmud was the first of the great Turko-Persian Emperors. The inspir- 
ing motive of his life and the lives of his contemporaries was not Islam but the 
spirit of the Persian Renaissance. ... [Mahmud was} a man of refinement and cul- 
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ture with an instinctive admiration for everything beautiful in literature and art.”44 
In their view, chis was a composite culture that defined masculinity in terms of cul- 
tivation and skill in martial fields (such as archery, riding, hunting, and war) as 
well as literary fields (such as poetry, rhetoric, satire, and administration). 

When these various ideologies—each “quilted” around a fractured image of 
Mahmud—are placed side by side, one fact becomes clear. The British appropria- 
tion of political power and civilizational legitimacy forced each of these groups to 
grope backwards into history to find an original point for their various responses. 
Whether the response co the British was Hindu-Muslim rivalry or Hindu-Muslim 
cooperation, Mahmud was the figure around whom the ideologies revolved, 

Given how quickly and thoroughly the image of Sultan Mahmud has been trans- 
formed, perhaps the emerging gay movement in South Asia can give Mahmud a 
face-lift and bring Ayaz out of the closet where Victorian morality ruthlessly shoved 
him, To acknowledge the homoerotic past of Mahmud and Ayaz would give the 
movement a well-known historical prototype and also show how recently the com- 
munalist portraits of Mahmud were invented, and how far they are from capturing 
an “authentic” historical reality. As Julia Kristeva argues, “The abject is edged with 
the sublime.”45 Reviving the abjected image of Sultan Mahmud as lover of Ayaz 
could make him a symbol for rejecting the communalist constructions of culture 
that carefully control sexuality and gender as well as announce chat this abjected 
image is che site for an uncapturable joy. 
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The Invention and Subsequent Erasure 
of Urdu Poetry’s “Lesbian” Voice 


Carla Petievich 


Teri faryad karun kis se zanakbi tu ne 
Yib meri jan jalayi kib Wabi taubah 
To whom can I complain of you, my dear? 
God, but hasn’t your harshness 
scorched my soul! 
—Insha'llah Khan Insha 
Tis pairu men uthi bui miri jan gayi 
mat sita mujh ko dogana, tire qurban gayi 
This throb below has nearly killed me 
Dear One, don't tease me, you've already done me in! 
—Sa'adat Yar Khan Rangin 


For nearly three hundred years the Urdu ghazal has figured among the most pop- 
ular art forms of South Asia. Deriving from the Perso-Arabic literary tradition, 
the ghazal’s highly conventionalized aesthetics can tend toward the complex, 
metaphysical, and philosophical while also satisfying less arcane romantic 
impulses. As a resule, this poetic genre both enjoys great prestige and is also 
highly popular, being claimed and consumed by diverse audiences. While Urdu 
as a language has become increasingly associated with Muslim culture in recent 
decades, the ghazal’s popularity and prestige extend well beyond the language 
community of South Asian Muslims and the territorial bounds of “Hindustan,” 
Urdu's historic heartland, an area roughly comprised of present-day Uttar 
Pradesh and the area around Delhi. The ubiquitous and extraordinarily popular 
Hindi film song, for example, is clearly inspired by che ghazal, and many of the 
most successful songwriters in the Bombay film industry have been Urdu poets. 

During the course of its three-hundred-year tradition in northern India 
(Hindustan), Urdu has been patronized richly by the nobility, a class that has also 
produced great numbers of poets. Higher value is placed on poetry in both Indic 
and Islamicate cultures than most other art forms,! and historical moments of lav- 
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ish patronage have given rise to experimentation and innovation as well as to great 
volumes of literary output. Moments of less patronage have tended, conversely, to see 
a shrinking and regrouping in che literary canon. During one long moment of high 
activity, a remarkable genre called rekbti was developed; during the hard times of this 
past century, it has been all but lost to the Urdu audience. This essay discusses rekhti 
poetry, its rise, and its subsequent suppression. Because of the ways in which it was 
innovative, its story is best cold in the context of normative, canonical Urdu poetry, 
which was commonly referred to as rekhta during the nineteenth century.? 

Rekhti (the grammatical feminine counterpart of the word rekhta) is considered 
not at all normative—though it observes a number of classical conventions—and 
rekbti is the name by which all premodern Urdu poetry narrated in the feminine voice 
has come to be called in Urdu literary scholarship.} It is associated with the domestic 
sphere of socially elite, secluded women during the late eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth centuries, and is alleged by literary critics to speak in the particular idiom of 
their milieu. Its reputed creator was one Sa’adat Yar Khan “Rangin” (“the Colorful”; 
1756—1834),4 a famous poet associated with Lucknow. Other distinguished authors 
of rekhti (called rebbri-gos, or “rekhti speakers”) include Insha ‘Allah Khan “Insha” 
(“God Willing”; d. 1817), Qalandar Bakhsh “Jur'at” (the “Audacious”; d. 1810), and 
Mir Yar Ali Khan “Jan Sahib” (“My Life”; d. 1897). 

While literary histories routinely refer to this poetic innovation, they usually dis- 
miss its literary value, and they never reproduce any samples of it—which runs con- 
trary co the conventions of Urdu critical writing. It is important to remember that (1) 
Rangin is said to have adapted rekhti from the idiom of women of ill repute with 
whom he consorted in his youth; and (2) the rekhti-go Jan Sahib is said to have 
dressed himself “like women and recited verses in the accent and gestures peculiar to 
them, much to the amusement of his audience.”> This sort of “biographical” infor- 
mation has done much to determine rekhti’s place in Urdu literature. 


Lucknow Culture and Rekhti’s Early Reception 


‘To Rangin and his contemporaries rekhti doubtless represented an exciting inno- 
vation in a talent-glucted cultural marketplace. By the end of the eighteenth cen- 
tury the city of Lucknow had established itself firmly as a major cultural center. 
It was second in status only to Delhi, the Mughal capital. Delhi had seen hard times 
through much of the eighteenth century due to a series of invasions by Persians, 
Afghans, Marathas, and Europeans. As the seat of Avadh, the largest spinoff state 
from a decentralizing Mughal empire, Lucknow was home to legions of refugee 
nobility and artists from Delhi and environs, even including Mirza Suleiman 
Shikoh, the Mughal heir apparent. The Mughal prince and the ruling Navabs of 
Avadh offered lavish patronage to scores of poets and artists. Featured prominently 
in Lucknow’s cultural life were such literary luminaries as Khan-i “Arzu” (d. 1756), 
Mirza Muhammad Rafi “Sauda” (d. 1781), Mir Taqi “Mir” (d. 1810), and Shaikh 
Ghulam Hamdani “Mushafi” (d. 1824), in addition to the rekhti poets already men- 
tioned, Great monuments were being built, schools and centers of Islamic learn- 
ing were thriving, and literature was in ferment. Some of Delhi's erstwhile elite 
were actively engaged in the process of “perfecting” Urdu in Lucknow as an indige- 
nous literary language to rival Persian.’ The standard literary genres of Perso-Arabic 
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tradition were flourishing under Urdu masters, and the sense of rivalry among them 
for patronage drove cultural production to new heights. 

It was into this milieu that rekhti was introduced by Sa’adat Yar Khan “Rangin,” 
the son of a Persian nobleman, who had migrated co Lucknow around the turn of 
the nineteenth century. By way of introduction to his literary innovation, Rangin 
explains that, in the course of a wild and misspent youth, he consorted extensively 
with the famous courtesans of the day.8 In their company he developed familiarity 
with and appreciation of their particular idiom. The pithiness of their expressions 
and their wit so impressed him that he decided to compose poetry in this “Ladies’ 
Language” (begumati zaban) and to call his collected poems “rekhti.” The combina- 
tion of its feminine narrator and its idiom made rekhti a distinct genre. Indications 
are chat this immediately popular style of poetry was accepted quite unproblem- 
atically into Lucknow’s thriving milieu. Anecdotal sources indicate that Rangin 
recited his rekhti for the general delight and delectation of the Lakhnavi elite.? No 
less a literary master than Rangin’s bosom buddy, Insha ‘Allah Khan “Insha,” com- 
posed a collection of such poems;!° and the poet Jan Sahib composed at least two 
full collections of rekhti, on which his literary reputation largely rests.!! The few 
extant scholarly sources offer numerous other names identified as versifiers in 
rekhti,!? though few of them are still known today. The very fact that so many 
names can be found, and so little poetic output can be connected with them, speaks 
volumes about how attitudes toward this poetry have changed. Before discussing 
it any further, let us have a taste of rekhti. Here is an example from Rangin that 
takes the form of a sarapa (literally “head-to-foot”), in which the beloved’s beauty 
is enumerated by che lover/narrator, the term for whom is ashig: 


All decked out, my other half is something special: 
Her complexion’s golden, her figure splendid to match! 
That forehead gem’s a killer! the braided coif a wonder: 
Her perfumed hair and fragrant forelock choice. 


In speech she’s like no other, from toenails to hair-plait unique: 
Those powdered-black teeth complete the picture! 


How lovely on her body lies her lace chemise! Her head-scarf’s really super— 
Those tight pajamas and bodice torment mel 


Even her blandishments enchant me, her side-glances cast calamity 

The winks are cruel, her coolness private torture. 

How could the heart not be ensnared! Dear One, have mercy! 

Your discourse casts a spell, your waist is gorgeous, our intimacy exquisite. 
Those foot slippers are gilded a rare, brilliant red, 

Tall and willowy is her build but deliciously curvy her thighs! 


She’s unlike all others in all things, her speech strange and marvelous! 
Her costume distinct from all others, her adornments exquisite. 


How might I ever convey her to you, Rangin? 
From hand to foot she’s formidable, hued in henna! 
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Rekhti’s Reception by Modern Critics 


In contrast to the apparently unproblematic early reception of rekhti, twentieth- 
century critical writing on the subject has been characterized by moralistic judg- 
ments and a great deal of evasion.!4 It has received very little scholarly attention 
ina literary culture nearly obsessed with its own past and present; the genre's name 
is known to aficionados, but none of them demonstrates familiarity with the poetic 
texts. Rekhti does not appear on the syllabi for university-level degree programs;!5 
and with one exception (an expurgated anthology), it cannot be purchased nowa- 
days in published form.!6 Although references can be found to several critical works 
published between 1930 and 1989, successive visits over the past few years to Urdu 
bazaars and institutions dedicated to the promotion of Urdu have yielded almost 
nothing.!7 Institutions dedicated to republishing out-of-print collected works of 
classical poets omit the rekhti as well as other genres determined by publishers to 
be inappropriate for common consumption, thus leaving “unfinished” the adver- 
tised “complete works” of a number of canonical poets. 

The Majlis-i Taraqqi-i Adab (Society for the Promotion of Literature/Culture) 
in Lahore is a particular offender. The organization is to be lauded for the beauti- 
ful editions it has produced, during the past years, of the works of eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century poets; but its director has told me that there are no plans to 
complete the final volumes of complete works of poets like Insha, who was highly 
reputed as a rekhta-go although he also wrote rekhti. The Kulliyat-i Jur'at (Collected 
Works), including his two infamous Chapti Namas (Tribade Testimonials), had to be 
published in Italy and is still not available in South Asia. Indian or Pakistani schol- 
ars of Urdu must travel to Europe or North America, at great expense and hard- 
ship, to avail themselves of the meager scholarly resources in existence. 

The one copy of Rangin’s rekhti collection (called Divan-i Angekbta) obtained 
during the course of research into this genre is held not in India or Pakistan, but 
in the British Library in London. Doubtless there are copies here and there in pri- 
vate collections—and excavations are ongoing by this researcher—but rekhti is a 
body of poetry chat is clearly not available ro the general public; whereas rekhta, 
Urdu poetry in general, especially in ghazal form, is just about ubiquitous. 

Secondary materials are somewhat more available than primary, and consist 
mostly of comments in literary histories of Urdu. The following is a fair represen- 
tation of Urdu criticism’s more benign conventional wisdom on the subject: “Rekhti 
is a badnam (disreputable) genre of Urdu poetry which is thought to serve especially 
for the expression of women’s particular emotions and generic concerns in women's 
idiom.”!8 A slightly less benign, yet also representative, pronouncement comes 
from Ali Jawad Zaidi, who writes, “Rekhti is mostly a woman speaking to another 
about her delusions and anxieties, the infidelity of husbands or the daring of her 
companions who ventured into social taboos. . . . Rekhti never attained respectabil- 
ity and often sunk [sic] into vulgarity, catering for those who sought decadent plea- 
sure. It is, however, useful for a study of che miserable life the womenfolk led under 
the feudal order, and the resultant discontent and the evil it bred. Linguistically, it 
provides a convenient collection of the idioms of the women of che time.”!9 

The discrepancy between early enthusiasm and later distaste for rekhti may seem 
at first glance to be anomalous. But a judicious probe into the cultural construc- 
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tions of gender resolves much of that anomaly, especially shedding light on the 
logic of its rejection by Urdu literature’s modern custodians. 

Critics who dismiss rekhti as decadent might be alluding to its generally infor- 
mal/immodest speech, or to content such as flirtations with servant boys, or to fan- 
tasies about males from outside the household espied across the rooftops—all of 
which do find a place in the texts uncovered thus far. More than its casual tone and 
heterosexual naughtiness, however, the problem with rekhti probably lies in the 
open secret (among pitifully few cognoscenti) that a certain amount of its content 
is not only erotic but female to female. The previously quoted “decadent pleasure” 
of “venturing into social taboos” must surely allude to the erotic relationship 
between rekhti’s feminine ‘asbig and “her” beloved, manifest in the sarapa pre- 
sented above. 

My reading is that the critics draw no meaningful distinction between “les- 
bianism” and the “particular emotions of women”; to them, these emotions con- 
stitute “decadent pleasure” and are necessarily socially taboo, rendering rekhti 
illegitimate poetry. Thus, by deductive reasoning, polite discourse and legitimate 
poetry are rendered the domain of men. So it should come as no surprise that in our 
time rekhti has become a thoroughly marginalized body of literature. One of the 
great ironies in all this is that, though narrated by one “woman” who usually 
addresses another in intimate terms, our only existing records indicate that rekhti 
was recited by male poets (sometimes in female dress) to a male audience.20 Women 
were, as one writer has observed, quite incidental to this “women’s” poetry.2! Not 
only that, but none of the scholars to have mentioned, let alone analyzed, rekhti in 
Urdu critical literacure has been a woman. This would not have been particularly 
remarkable during the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, since formal Urdu 
has been, and remains, a male arena. What does seem remarkable is that two cen- 
turies ago, during an expansive period in Urdu culture, men were open to explor- 
ing the notion of a distinct female experience, despite whatever necessary limitations 
their own gender placed on the exploration; but during the past century, that open- 
ness has been replaced by an anxiety so deep as to lead Urdu’s (still male) elite to 
condemn any poetic expression—real or imagined —of women’s experience in the 
feminine voice as delusional, decadent, even evil. 

Does the existence of rekhti as a literary phenomenon mean that, within the 
milieu that produced it, lesbian desire was accepted as an inevitable product of life 
lived in seclusion? Can this expression be seen as a site of resistance, as at least one 
scholar has suggested, based on interviews with courtesans of Lucknow in the 
1970s?22 Despite the obsessions with honor and respectability that govern the 
seclusion of women, how do the expressive idiom and “concerns” of courtesans and 
socially elite women come to be conflated in rekhti, especially when it is a basic 
assumption of gender segregation that respectable women and courtesans are essen- 
tially different kinds of women with very different concerns, and that the “protec- 
tion” offered veiled women is that they will not be mistaken for women of 
questionable repute? One is obliged to conclude that those who have developed 
these critical categories for understanding rekhti have reflected very little, if at all, 
on the concerns of living women in any given social category, and have certainly 
failed co incorporate into their formulations the reality that there are many differ- 
ent kinds of lived experience among any given society's women.?3 


52 Queering India 


The “Lesbianism” of Rekhti 


Don't try to talk me into ‘it’: scram! get outta here! 
What are you calling “love”? 
What kind of affection is this? 


This affection and love are bride and groom, Insha: 
One's ill-faed, the other hell-bent! 
—Insha 


Erudite Urdu readers have asserted that rekhti’s scholarly value lies in the catalogue 
it consticutes of names of female dress, adornments, household furnishings, or par- 
ticular idiomatic expressions of an emergent dialect—that of secluded women; yet 
Rangin is said to have learned the idiom not from respectably secluded women, but 
from courtesans! No other critic seems to have observed this irony, or to have seen fit 
to comment on it. One is tempted to deduce that these readers and commentators 
reduce rekhti to catalog value partly out of reluctance to take on the subtext of its 
(lesbian) reputation, as is indicated in the following statement by Dr. Sabir Ali 
Khan, in a book on rekhti’s alleged “inventor,” Rangin: “According to [Urdu poets} 
what is meant by rekhti is poetry in which, in women’s idiom, are versified the 
depravity, affairs and emotions of women who are sinful or have gone astray,”24 

In fact, contra the claim that this poetry is “useful for a study of the miserable 
life the womenfolk led under the feudal order,” rekhti does not paint a “miserable” 
picture at all of women’s secluded life. While racy, charming and idiomatic, and 
clearly set in the women’s quarters, much of it is hardly obscene. Almost none of 
it, moreover, is explicitly sexual, let alone explicitly lesbian. Take, for example, the 
following: 


Noble Lady, just go to the tomb of Ali Kiblain 
and fill up the tank there with milk, Noble Lady. 


Today's the new moon—go bring from the market 
all the ingredients to make an offering to Fatima, Noble Lady. 


Beat me if, when you bring them back, I’ve budged: 
Sit face to face and have me cook, Noble Lady. 


‘When everything's cooked go call the married women 
See to it that they are fed, Noble Lady. 


When they've finished eating decorate their hands with henna— 
then ask them to pray for this: 


that whoever has tormented this poor servant unduly 
shall each get what they’ve got coming, Noble Lady!2> 


Here the content is not at all suggestive of sexuality, but does indicate “women's 
culture” in the rituals described, the terms of address employed, and the idiomatic 
expressions. In fairness to the critics, it could be said that ultimately the expressed 
concerns of the narrator are frivolous, since they amount to revenge. 
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In other poems there is some suggestiveness, and more of the subculture reflected 
in the “Noble Lady” poem: 


When did my Zanakhi last come to my house? 
Poor me, when’s the last time | had a bath? 


That girl’s been angry for a long time: 
‘When have we ever cleared up matters between us! 


When | sent the nurse round to her place 
The wretch wasn’t at home. 


Truth is never scorched by fire: 
When will this great truth be emblazoned? 


‘When did she last apply henna, Rangin, 
kneading my hands and feet!26 


Zanakhi and Dogana 


The relationship depicted above (though currently on the outs) is clearly one of 
intimacy, perhaps—but not explicitly —sexual. Its “lesbianism” is marked by the 
term zanakbi, employed in the first verse to indicate the absent friend who is longed 
for. This and dogana are terms particular to rekhti and indicate a relationship of 
intimacy that extends to eroticism. While there is little explicit lesbian content in 
rekhti,2/ erotic relationships between the narrator and her beloved “other” are over- 
whelmingly alluded to by employing these terms. They are generally not found in 
dictionaries—especially not in contemporary reference works?®—and are nearly 
untranslatable. Here is how Rangin is said to have explained the terms, in the glos- 
sary he provided by way of introducing his rekhti collection (Divan-i Angekbta): 


Dogana—Having ordered almonds from the bazaar, they (feminine plural) shell 
them. Those almonds from which twin, or double, nuts are extracted, usually are 
formed in such a way one is implanted within the other. This implanted nut is 
called “masculine” (nar) and the one in which it is embedded is called “feminine” 
(madab), Then an unknown person (shakbs) is summoned and, giving him the two 
almond fruits, one of them tells him, “Give me one of the fruits and give to her the 
other.” The one in whose hand he places the nar fruit then thinks of herself as the 
“man” (mard) and the one in whose hand the “feminine” fruit is placed becomes 
the “feminine”and they call each other “dogexa” or “twin.” 


Zanakbi—After slaughtering a chicken and having it cooked, they (feminine plural) 
sit down to eat together. In this chicken’s breast is a bifurcated bone (the wishbone) 
which they refer to as the “zenakb.” Simultaneously each of them takes one branch 
of the bone and pulls it coward herself. The one whose end snaps is the feminine 
and the one whose end remains whole is called the masculine, and if the wishbone 
snaps in the middle, then they order another chicken to be slaughtered and repeat 
the exercise s0 that it may be fully determined who is masculine and who feminine.”29 
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As a point of interest, the Farbang-i Asafiyyah mentions the exercise with a 
pigeon’s or chicken’s wishbone, citing an outside authority, referred to as “Faisal,” 
to explain it as a ritual whereby a relationship of “girlfriendliness” (sabe/i) or sis- 
terhood (babnape ka rishta) is bonded. This citation omits the gender-role assign- 
ment based on its outcome. The woman in whose hand the larger bone ends up 
becomes the “big sister” and her counterpart the “little sister” (badi and chhoti 
babn).3° The Farbang itself says, “In the parlance of debauched women they say this 
of a woman who breaks a wishbone with another woman and thereby becomes her 
companion and confidante (hamrah-o bamraz)” but again quotes Faisal as saying, 
“This custom is not practiced by debauched women, but rather by women of the 
harem (begumat-i qila’) and that’s why the editor of the Lughatun Nisa (Dictionary of 
Women's Speech) writes, ‘It was a custom of sequestered women that, having estab- 
lished a relationship in this fashion one would address the other in such a way as 
sisters do not speak, eg. one calling the other [by such terms of endearment as} ‘dil 
jan’ (heart's life-breath) or ‘jan-i man’ (my life) or ‘dushman' (enemy) or ‘zanakbi.’ 
The zanakhi relationship was counted stronger and more significant than other 
relationships. When they would decide to make a zanakhi relationship with some- 
one, then they would come together and break the wishbone of a pigeon or chicken, 
as if to say, ‘In his way true friendship (pakki yari) is established.’ "3! 

Only che earliest commentator, Rangin (courtesy of Sabir Ali Khan, who repro- 
duced his definitions), discusses the gendered nature of these designations, thereby 
adding a level of explicitness to them that later lexicographers leave to the reader's 
imagination. Rangin’s definition confirms stereotyped views about how men view 
lesbian acts insofar as its voyeurism concerns itself with how to assign gender dis- 
tinctions to the two intimates. It does not seem to occur to Rangin—or, by impli- 
cation, to his intended audience—that sexual acts are not inherently gender 
marked. How else to understand the explained principle behind the definitions 
above, “to fully determine who is masculine and who feminine,” when the terms 
dogana and zanakbi themselves are not gender-marked? 

Perhaps of greater interest than why we need to know who does what to whom, 
and what that means in cerms of gender roles, is chat the Urdu critics’ dismissive 
explanations of “lesbian” eroticism as a “depraved” by-product of “the feudal order” 
deflect the reader's attention away from the critique of patriarchy crying out to be 
made here.32 One might also note that blaming “lesbianism” on feudalism, though 
quite consistent with the analytical terms of the Progressive Writers Association, 
is profoundly homophobic. It seems to this reader that rekhti is better explained 
as a by-product of patriarchy’s cultural constructions than as a by-product of feu- 
dalism’s gender oppression. After all, the gender oppression of patriarchy is alive 
and well in postfeudal South Asia and the rest of the world, and continues to be 
amply documented and witnessed. To undertake a critique of patriarchy we need 
to return to a discussion of standard ghazal convention. 


Rekhti, ‘Ishq, and Ambiguity 


Perhaps ultimately the crucial problem posed by rekhti is this: When a “woman” 
addresses an unambiguously feminine beloved, “she” challenges the central axiom 
of Urdu love poetry; namely, that the beloved be of ambiguous identity, both in 
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terms of gender and in human versus divine terms (in other words, the beloved 
might, theoretically, be human or divine). This ambiguity, while ostensibly gen- 
der neutral, proves to be less than benign. Conventionally and in material fact Urdu 
poetry has been the provenance of men and its domain masculine: the poets are 
men, the narrator-lover/hero (‘ashiq) is male, and the beloved is referred to in the 
masculine gender. Even when physical attributes are described and strongly sug- 
gest a female person, the beloved is referred to as “he.”33 Here are two examples of 
ambiguous desire commonly expressed in rekbta, one more abstract and one less so 
(Both were written by the great Mirza Ghalib [1797—1869}): 


Yih na thi hamari qismat kih visal-i yar hota 

Agar aur jite rahte yahi intizar hota 

It was not my destiny to unite with the Beloved, yet 
Had I gone on living, | would still have kept on waiting. 


Nind us ki hai dimagh us ka hai raten us ki hain 

Teri zulfen jis ke bazu par pareshan ho ga’in 

Sleep is [his], peace of mind is [his], the very nights are (his] 
Upon whose shoulder lie strewn your scattered tresses.34 


In neither of these verses do we see compromised the ambiguity of gender, nor— 
in the first verse—the ambiguity of che beloved’s human versus divine identity. 
Anyone can claim them and identify with the desire they both express,3> be the 
lover male or female. 

The standard explanation for this masculine gender exclusivity is that Urdu 
adapted the ghazal genre from Persian, in which personal pronouns and verbal con- 
jugations are not gender marked. Thus the masculine gender of the Urdu ghazal 
actually serves as neuter, allowing the Urdu ghazal to conform more closely with 
its Persian counterpart and predecessor. Another common explanation for why an 
often obviously implied female beloved is referred co as “he” is that it protects her 
from exposure in a society obsessed with female honor and chastity. 

These explanations simply do not wash. In a highly conventionalized genre there 
is already built-in anonymity for both lover and beloved. After all, both are per- 
sonae! We must look elsewhere for a plausible explanation of this convention. And 
while it must be speculative at best, we can conclusively observe chat when mas- 
culine humans go in search of the divine (probably conceived of as genderless but 
referred to in the masculine) there is little place left for female humans, or even for 
the feminine principle. Rekhta has served for centuries as a central icon of cultural 
identity and self-esteem among South Asian Muslims. Its elevated value hinges on 
the aesthetic of love (’ishg) as the most noble of human endeavors, and this aesthetic 
was developed over centuries in the context of a rich mystical tradition, that of 
Sufism. Perfecting oneself as a lover is seen as the only true path toward unity with 
the divine; and the presumption that the ultimate beloved is the divine has been 
Urdu love poetry's best defense against the conservative forces of religious author- 
ity chat might otherwise have tried to squelch it, along with other arts manifest- 
ing extravagant passion. Such a defense has been augmented by conventions that 
insist that the physical aspects of passion remain sublimated. Claiming the human- 
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divine divide as its ultimate subject,3® rekhta is a poetry of love in exquisite sepa- 
ration, and acknowledgment of human reality as gendered does not enter into it. 

Not so with rekhti. Neither sublimated passion nor love in separation—let alone 
gender ambiguity —are its forte. The emotions expressed are understood as result- 
ing from the social reality of women being thrown together, which is exactly the 
opposite of the separation on which “crue love” is predicated. Rarely is melancholy 
achieved, though these lines may attract the ghazal enthusiast: 


How shall | break this intimate bond! 
How can | turn my face away from love! 


There's no respite from wiping away the tears: 
The cuffs of my sleeves need to be wrung out—but how! 


Rangin, having shattered my fragile heart 
now asks, “how shall | piece it back together!37 


Even so, we must be careful in our analysis before rushing to celebrate rekhti as 
the corrective to rekhta’s conceptual exclusions. It may be tempting for the femi- 
nist reader of rekhti to see in it a private world where women, obliged to live in 
seclusion, resist gender oppression by discovering rich emotional and erotic possi- 
bilities with one another. And if the authors of this poetry were indeed secluded 
women commenting on their own experiences, such an interpretation of rekhti 
would be far more persuasive. Alas, this is just not the case. We cannot look to 
rekhti for insight into what it means for women, living together, to develop a lit- 
erature of same-sex eroticism. Intellectual honesty requires that we look there 
instead for insight into what it means for men, who keep women secluded and 
socialize with other men, to invent a parody of their own idealized love literature, 
and to perform it for orher men while impersonating women. This critique of patri- 
archy need not presuppose malice on the part of the male poets and their audience 
because the way patriarchy is working here is structural rather than strategically 
deployed. 

Yet while rekhti may have been undertaken in some sympathy for charting the 
particularities of female experience, it remains a medium of expression in which 
humans gendered male purport to represent the experience of humans gendered 
female, and their insight is limited to what they know about women without 
having lived as women. The same cannot be said for the position from which a 
poet expresses 'ishq in rekhta. Once rekhti was created and an allegedly female 
poetic space carved out therein, the exclusion I have been discussing was rendered 
complete. 

Ironically, some of the raciest rekhti was written not by its “inventor,” Sa'adat 
Yar Khan “Rangin,” but by cwo other poets of Lucknow, Insha ‘Allah Khan “Insha” 
and Qalandar Bakhsh “Jur'at.” 


The Suppression of Rekhti 


As mentioned earlier, employment of the terms dogana and zanakbi constitute over- 
whelmingly the “lesbian” content of those rekhti verses that are extant today. Use 
of even these largely unglossed terms of address seems to have been enough to 
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“spook” the Urdu literati. Examples of rekhti in historical surveys of Urdu litera- 
ture are all but absent. Furthermore, biographical and other potentially illuminat- 
ing information from rekhti poets and their contemporaries have been preserved 
not in Urdu but in Persian, with one partial exception.38 While Persian was indeed 
the language of literary criticism used for Urdu until the end of the nineteenth cen- 
tury, it is not nearly so widely taught today, and the decision to keep primary infor- 
mation in Persian further excludes potential readers, mediating between them and 
the text, much as racy excerpts from Sanskrit literature such as the Atharva Veda 
were rendered into Greek or Latin by Orientalist scholars ostensibly translating the 
texts into English to afford wider dissemination. 

Rangin’s playful sarapa (presented earlier) may not strike us as particularly lofty 
or noble, but it hardly seems depraved. Its appeal lies in the entertainment value 
of a lusty description through the gaze of the admirer, as in any sarapa; but it must 
be acknowledged that the sarapa itself, even as a genre of rekhta, is marginalized. 
The reason, again, is that its concreteness of imagery in describing the beloved mil- 
itates against the ghazal’s cherished ambiguity. Its elaborate description encour- 
ages us to visualize the beloved as female. Not only would that visualization be 
inconsistent with normative Islam's understanding of the divine, it echoes rather 
uncomfortably with the idolatry of Hinduism.39 

Much reformist literature during the past century has focused on the feminiza- 
tion of Urdw/Indo-Muslim culture as a problem to be eradicated.4 In the widely 
popular Bibishti Zewar, a handbook first produced about a century ago but still 
given to young Indo-Muslim women as part of their dowry, the author particularly 
skewers customs practiced by Muslim women that are associated more with indige- 
nous folk culture than with normative Islam.4! There is little doubt that rekhti’s 
suppression resulted from anxieties about the feminine in general as much as from 
a prudish aversion to lesbian expression. The explicitness of the feminine was seen 
to weaken Indo-Muslim culture. 

Ironically, male homoeroticism, though controversial, also has a well-docu- 
mented history in ghazal literature. In a way, then, the beloved being protected 
by the ghazal’s gender conventions is likelier to be male than female; such con- 
ventionalized anonymity reinforces male privilege more than it protects the repu- 
tation(s) of women! C. M. Naim claims that some later Lakhnavi rekhti reflects a 
“genuine concern for women’s lives in domestic confinement”; but that has not 
been demonstrated sufficiently to save the genre from the hatchet man’s block. 
Critical embarrassment surrounding male homoeroticism in the ghazal coincides 
with the suppression both of rekhti and of other aspects of Indo-Muslim culcure 
deemed vulnerable by reformists to the accusation of effeminacy emanating from 
British colonial discourse.42 Getting rid of the explicitly feminine and determin- 
ing that the masculine is ambiguous protects Indo-Muslim culture from hostile 
colonial critiques without precluding an expressive space for male homoeroticism. 
In better times, at the zenith of Indo-Muslim culture's prestige, there was room 
for extending the creative realm into private spaces, including those domestic and 
those exclusive of the masculine, Rangin, Insha, Jur'at, and Jan Sahib lived in such 
times. Twentieth-century writers and critics have not, and rekhti, a signifier of 
such space—whether “authentic” or not—can apparently be afforded no longer. 

In closing, for an illustration of how powerful the calumny attached to lesbian 
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expression has been, it is instructive to look at the experience of one of the twen- 
tiech century's most esteemed Urdu writers, Ismat Chughtai. “Lihaf” (“The Quilt”) 
is perhaps her best-known short story, though one could well argue chat it is not 
her best.43 Ie is about a lesbian relationship enacted in the zenana of a noble house- 
hold and witnessed by a young girl. The British colonial government charged the 
story with obscenity in 1942, and alleged chat Chughtai had offended the sensi- 
bilities of a particular community. 

The lawsuit was ultimately unsuccessful, but the case dogged Chughtai for che 
rest of her life. In a late interview, questioned about “Lihaf,” Ismat claimed that 
she had been completely naive as to what lesbianism was when she wrote the story. 
She went on to denounce lesbianism, even going so far as to say that had she under- 
stood what she was writing about she would not have written the story! Apparently, 
she also mentioned that she met the Begum—the story's protagonist —some years 
later and was happy to see that the Begum was happily remarried, with a child in 
her arms.44 

Disingenuous as such disclaimers surely are, they speak volumes about how con- 
strained the creative environment has become since the time when Rangin first 
“invented” rekhti. 
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Alienation, Intimacy, and Gender 
Problems for a History of Love in South Asia 


Indrani Chatterjee 


Notwithstanding the debate around the presence and meanings of “homosex- 
ualicy” in ancient Roman and Greek societies, there is one theme on which 
most of those who disagree can concur—the stratified nature of such societies, 
containing slaves, helots, and citizens.! This historical bedrock makes it pos- 
sible to conduct the kind of debate that has emerged within that particular 
field of historical studies. For precolonial India, a history that puts slavery not 
at the margins of society but at its center is still to be written. The ubiquity 
of slaves, beginning their lives as social and natal isolates, through many epochs 
in the recorded Indian past, warrants such a study. Slavery in precolonial India 
would need to be carefully separated from the institution identified with eigh- 
teenth- and nineteenth-century plantation economies so that it would not be 
conflated with issues of violence but with a dialectic of alienation and intimacy 
originating in peaceful sales and commerce characteristic of the South Asian 
evidence. Reading sexual relations in the Indian past through the lens of slav- 
ery adds important dimensions to our understanding of it. 

This paper highlights just a few of these dimensions: (1) the trope of slav- 
ery used in Perso-Urdu poetry written by free/adule males where the 
speaker/lover poses as the “slave” of the beloved boy betrays a contradiction, 
because the speaker is always a free adult male while the beautiful boy is usu- 
ally an “idealized” slave; (2) this language of desire, when used in a way that 
literary and social conventions deemed appropriate—that is, in a way that 
maintains the paradox—becomes normative to the extent that other relations, 
even when they may not fit the paradigm, are expressed in this language; (3) 
when this desire seems to threaten a reversal of real power relations (the slave 
controlling the “slave of love,” his master), however, it is denounced by con- 
temporaries; and (4) when the colonizers read these languages, they add to it 
their own lens of all such male-male relations as “unnatural” in terms of gen- 
der-appropriate behavior. Gradually the latter lens (gender) displaces the for- 
mer (slavery) in the language of the colonized. 


62 Queering India 


Problems of Language 


As David Halperin has argued in the context of Greek love, and Amy Richlin in 
that of ancient Rome, it is necessary to think in terms of the language that che 
ancients themselves used for specific behaviors and identities.? Yet this is precisely 
what is absent from studies of same-sex love in the Indian past. C. M. Naim’s com- 
parison of homosexual love as outlined in Victorian Uranian poetry with the homo- 
sexual love outlined in the Urdu ghazal is a good example of such oversight. The 
Indian poets whose verses to “boys” Naim examines are Abru (d. 1733) and Mir (d. 
1810). In eighteenth-century Hindustan, slave trading and slave keeping was com- 
mon in gentry households that patronized and produced poetry. Nowhere in Naim's 
elucidation of Urdu poetry of this period is it even remotely hinted that some male 
love objects could have been slaves. This is possibly part of South Asianists’ intel- 
lectual, moral, and psychic resistance—a resistance built upon engagements with 
liberalism and egalitarianism—to associating the emotion named “love” with mas- 
ter-slave relations. The term s/avery in English has become so associated with plan- 
tation-type servitude that it is hard co conceive of its coexisting with love. Therefore 
one pole or the other—authority or intimacy—is reductively read as “false con- 
sciousness” or “exploitation.” Alternatively, both “authority” and “intimacy” in 
these particular male-male relationships may be dismissed as “criminal” since the 
present Indian legal system, based on the colonial legal code, makes slavery “ille- 
gal,” and similarly imprints all sexual behaviors becween men and boys as “sodomy.” 

The failure to put slavery onto the Indian map has involved several slips in the 
interrogation of linguistic usages over time. Many early translations of Persian and 
Sanskrit cexts were undertaken by British colonial scholar/officials, or under their 
aegis, from the late eighteenth century onward. Terms used in these translations 
often pass into scholarship today without adequate interrogation. A notable instance 
is the word boy, which eighteenth-century British men and women regularly used 
to denote the legal status of a male slave who was often a young man.4 To late-nine- 
teenth- and cwentieth-century readers, the word “boy” connotes merely chrono- 
logical age. Historians like Tariq Rahman, whose term “ephebophilia” indicates an 
awareness of dissonance between chronological age and age-in-language, and Saleem 
Kidwai, who discusses other meanings of “boy” while contesting the claim that all 
relationships were represented in these texts as age stratified, do not trace its roots to 
slavery.) Yet since Naim, Rahman, and Kidwai all discuss eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century Urdu literary production, it is necessary to point out that cerms 
in the poetry they translate are decidedly polyvalent. The word /awnda in the poems 
of Mir and Abru (along with /adka) could very well have denoted a male slave rather 
than the “boy” they interpret it to mean. 

This can be illustrated by the way these terms are used by a contemporary of the 
poets, called Mir Amman, who was employed by John Gilchrist of Fort William 
College at Calcutta in 1801 to prepare a prose primer for the education of young 
English officers of the East India Company. Amman was strictly instructed to use 
colloquial, not Persianate Urdu in his primer, Bagh O Baher.© Amman used the 
words /aunda, ladka, and ghulam (slave) as synonyms of each other when indicating 
males, and /aundi (which today means “girl”), bandi, and kaniz (female slave) when 
representing specific female characters. In no instance was age a significant aspect 


Alienation, Intimacy, and Gender 63 


of the usage. In the story of the first darvesh, for instance, the male and female slaves 
conduct business, acquire skills, and engage in sexual intercourse. The character- 
istics of slaves were almost inevitably discussed in terms of male beauty, female 
skill, and the eunuch or kbwajasera’s moral stature. 

‘Twentieth-century commentators simply translate Jaunda and chela as “boy” and 
“disciple,” respectively.” These prevent us from thinking historically of the dis- 
cursive realm of sexualities. When a particular motif—particularly that of the male 
slave as an appropriate love object, such as Ayaz was for Sultan Mahmud—is cul- 
turally sanctioned, all other relationships may indeed be represented as approxi- 
mating this idyllic one.8 What appears therefore as almost the on/y form of 
homosexual love in much Persian and Urdu literature—that between an adult free 
male and a male bought with money—may constitute a dominant trope for the 
representation of other relationships as well. 

In his elucidation of Hanafi (Sunni) doctrine, Baber Johansen shows that while 
a free male, regardless of age, was considered an adult, for the purpose of stepping 
into a public space or role, a slave male, regardless of his age, office, or function, 
might not be considered to have “legal personality” as an adult.? In the imagina- 
tion he might thus be aligned with the “beardless"—that is, the free women and 
children. 

In addition, the discursive suhhat (“public”) realm was a composite of the mosque, 
the court, the market, and the poetic assembly (mushaira), where words and actions 
were required to be elaborately and strictly regulated. The discursive “public” was 
inhabited both by free and slave males, but the free were the agents who spoke for 
and represented the “others,” both in this discursive public and in the nondiscur- 
sive (kbalwat) realms. 

It was appropriate for a free man to always speak as an adult and for a slave, 
regardless of age, to be spoken of as a boy, because slaves, like free women and chil- 
dren, were imagined to be in need of guidance and control, simultaneously weak 
(zaif ) and threatening. The threat was expressed in sexual terms. Carnal love itself 
emerged as a form of slavery, which could reduce the free moral agent of the “pub- 
lic” realm. Hence it was discursively excluded from the discursive-public and the 
free adult worlds. Any speaking of passionate carnal love between free and adult 
men, or between free men and women, would be construed as a sign of the disso- 
lution of the moral universe and of the hierarchies of the social and political uni- 
verse. An instance of such “appropriate” discourse is found in the writings of 
Mutribi, a Central Asian traveler at the court of the Mughal emperor Jahangir in 
the early seventeenth century whose panegyrics to two “youths” were about two 
male slaves at the court.!0 


Can the Slave Speak of Love? 


Historians like myself prefer to explain the presence of beautiful young slave “boys” 
in personal proximity to the free man not as expressive of individual sexual choices 
but, like slave girls, as socially acknowledged and living symbols of the free noble- 
man’s rank. Thus the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb, considered an orthoprax, did 
not object to some of his officials being surrounded by beautiful young “boys.” One 
such official was Muhtasham Khan, who “developed a special attraction for beard- 
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less youths whom he patronized openly. The pleasure-loving and smooth-faced lads, 
with moustaches just beginning to show up and who had shaved their eyebrows, 
were dressed and adorned with great pains.”!! Free adult males would not require, 
nor would their honor accord with being “dressed and adorned” by another, except 
as formal acknowledgments of dependence. Within the culcure of the Mughal 
Empire as a whole, such acknowledgment was expressed when the emperor granted 
ceremonial robes to a subordinate official. 

Like Mutribi, free men ennobled by the Mughal emperor readily avowed their 
“slavelike” fidelity to superiors (both God and emperor). They addressed poetry to 
“real” slaves in society, thus transforming slaves into idealized objects of contem- 
plation. We certainly hear little of what the slaves might have thought upon their 
first sight of either Mutribi or any of the other later poets. It is important to remem- 
ber that the poetic and narrative discourses do not register slaves’ agency. No poet 
that I know of writes lyric verse from the idealized slave Ayaz’s point of view. Slaves 
could hardly have referred to themselves either as “beloveds” or “lovers” of the free 
and the brave. This becomes particularly clear when one contrasts the description 
of an eighteenth-century Mughal official’s household by a contemporary of his own 
status with the autobiography of a male slave reared in that very household. The 
official in question was Mir Mannu, of whom the Deccani noble Dargah Quli Khan 
remarked, “{He] is one of the nobles of the times who has perfected the art of seduc- 
tion. Many other aristocrats learn these arts from him. He is the best suited to orga- 
nize these gatherings of ghilman.”!2 (Ghilman in Persian can be used both as the 
plural of ghulam (male slave) as well as refer to the beautiful boy promised in par- 
adise to believers.) 

Which translation of ghilman we choose is important only if we consider the 
Persian-language autobiography of a male ex-slave, Tahmas “Miskin,” who had been 
brought up from childhood in the household of Mir Mannu after that nobleman was 
appointed governor of Multan and Lahore. Written many years after his emancipation 
and subsequent ennoblement, Miskin’s memoir makes absolutely no allusion to sex- 
ual intimacy with his late master during the period spent in the noble’s house.!3 
Where sexual matters are explicitly written about at all, they are linked with “pub- 
lic” women, one of whom is named as his paramour during his youth. There is also a 
very faint allusion to the sexual attraction of a free mistress who is represented as ini- 
tiating an attempted seduction, The self of the slave as sexual or desiring agent is so 
thoroughly erased from the relevant paragraph chat even the Persian word for I (man) 
is erased, as are verb endings appropriate to the first person. Finally, Miskin gives a 
very reverential and completely asexual description of Mir Mannu, whom visitors like 
Dargah Quli Khan described as adept in male seduction. 

Superficially this ex-slave's memoirs could be read as evidence of the absence of 
homoerotic attachments between the nobleman and himself. I think it far more 
useful to recognize that conventions of adab (norms of comportment, as well as lit- 
eratures conveying those norms), of Islam, of freedom, and of noble heroism struc- 
tured the discourses of the ex-slave as much as they did those of the free nobleman. 
For a male ex-slave to represent himself as having desired or been desired by his 
free adult mistress perhaps seemed much more dangerous and illicit than any other 
heterosexual or homosexual desire he may have experienced. 

Also, since this memoir was crafted from a Sufi perspective, and in an older 
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Islamic historiographical tradition, it is possible that memories of love and physi- 
cal intimacies with either male pir (spiritual guide) or ex-master might be bleached 
of particular actions specifically abrogated by the legal canon (such as /iwat, or 
sodomy). There is, too, a haunting reference in the memoir to male slave peers in 
the same household having challenged Miskin’s virility (tegat-I bab). From this we 
can infer that the author, writing as a free nobleman of his past as a slave, was aware 
of a preexisting discourse of shame and degradation around the sexual passivity 
(ibna) of a male. 

This remembered taunt may offer us an explanation for his silence about sexual 
relationships, whether those between a slave and his free master, free mistress, or 
spiritual guide. In the memoir Miskin tries to establish his own persona as a heroic, 
now free noble. His exquisitely detailed memories of his own and his young sons’ 
bravery in battle in various parts of Hindustan accorded perfectly with this persona. 
But the conventions of nobility, masculinity, and freedom simply could not accom- 
modate the memory or representation of any kind of “shameful” sexual episode 
within this persona. We can only surmise that if there had been any sexual relations 
between his master and himself, norms of comportment demanded that it be omit- 
ted from public discourse. 


Discourses of Condemnation 


Some of the discourses responsible for silencing the ex-slave may be found in 
medieval historical writing. In sharp contrast to the literary glorification of the 
appropriate love between Sultan Mahmud and his male slave Ayaz, the fourteenth- 
century chronicler Ziauddin Barani denounces such relationships when the free 
lovers apparently reverse power relations with their enslaved beloveds. An example 
is Barani’s account of Qutb al-din Khalji and his slave lover Hasan, a.k.a. Khusro 
Khan 


Writing in old age and poverty, and attempting to legitimize the reign of the 
Tughlaks who succeeded the Khaljis,!4 Barani’s history was also structured by 
adab. Any good “Muslim” history was required to instruct the community of the 
faithful. Sodomy was condemned in the Quran and hadith (traditions of the 
Prophet) and there was also an old Arabic tradition of depicting love as lust that 
incites to evil. Energizing the motif of sodomy in the case of the Khalji rulers, 
Barani suggests that their ‘ag/ (intellect, which leads one to submit to God) had 
been overpowered by their obsessive and base attachments.!> 

More importantly, Barani depicts all sexual intercourse between ruler and slave 
(castrated or otherwise) in terms of the “doer” and “done.” The king, no matter 
how weakened by his lust, is never depicted as passive, while Khusro Khan, how- 
ever wily and vengeful, is never represented as the initiator, or the one “on top.” 
Barani uses clear spatial metaphors: “This illegitimate traitor, while being sodom- 
ized by the Sultan, which is a strange state.... He, who was wsed to lying under 
men...."18 For writers like Barani, the pleasures and desires of slaves, male or 
female, were just as immaterial as they might have been for earlier historians of 
ancient Greek and Roman societies.!7 Barani’s language also seems to indicate a 
discourse on sex defined around an asymmetrical gesture, that of the penetration 
of the body of one person by the body—or specifically, the phallus, or its sym- 
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bolic substitute—of another. Sex appears as the enactment of social and political 
hierarchies: che dominant is construed as the insertive actor and the subordinate 
as the receptive one. Clearly, particular kinds of sexual activity were imagined and rep- 
resented in the past as markers of people's status—an attitude that is certainly in cir- 
culation to this day. 

Barani emphasizes that the kingdom can be lost when free adult men allow 
themselves to become “dependent” on slaves, thus subverting the appropriate dom- 
ination of slave by master. This subliminal script of social and political order is 
also, I think, present in several later histories of the sixteenth-century Mughal 
emperor Akbar’s objections to his nobles’ relationships with some slaves. 

Historians have represented Akbar's objections as an attempt to distance high 
imperial servants from homoeroticism and from Central Asian traditions of pub- 
lic relations between men.!8 I argue, however, that Akbar, like Barani, objected 
to an inappropriate appearance of reversal of power relations, and of the noble’s 
appropriation of the property rights of the emperor. An example is the account of 
the ashigi (amours) of a nobleman, Ali Quli Khan, Khan Zaman, with the beau- 
tiful, elegant, well-mannered Shaham Beg. According to one account, Shaham 
Beg, the son of a camel driver, was one of Akbar's bodyguards. Bodyguards were 
more often than not slaves. According to the account, Khan Zaman “had cast his 
eyes on him, he sent men secretly to him, and having allured him, summoned 
him. Shaham Beg fled from the sublime presence, and arrived near Khan Zaman. 
As the latter had habits of excessive drinking, he sometimes stood before that 
young man and addressed him as my Badshah! [my king!} my Badshab! and saluted 
him and behaved with him, in the wicked manner of Transoxiana. When an 
account of these evil practices was submitted to His Majesty, a farman was issued 
to Khan Zaman, that he should send Shaham at once to the court... . Farmans 
were also issued to the amirs, who had jagirs near his, to che effect chat if he delayed 
in sending Shaham, they should attack him; and bring home to him the reward 
of his recusancy."!9 

The severity of the measures indicates the enormity of the offense. First, a 
“bodyguard” of the emperor had been lured away without the emperor's consent — 
a theft of imperial property. Second, the emperor was told that the nobleman was 
prostrating before the servant, even addressing him as his king, which was an act 
of metaphorical “sedition.” This is precisely the charge levied by Abu'l-Fazl, 
Akbar’s court historian, against Shaham Beg—the camel driver's son had caused 
a noble officer to be negligent and disloyal.20 The emperor promised to pardon 
the nobleman if the bodyguard was returned to the imperial service, and the noble 
reaffirmed his loyalty to the emperor. 

Contemporaries writing of this episode represent both Shaham Beg and Khan 
Zaman not as men with special homosexual predilections but as men controlled 
by their “lower” natures (nafs), and hence lustful. That is why they describe a 
female prostitute, Aram Jan, who had been given by Khan Zaman to Shaham Beg. 
In most accounts, Shaham Beg in turn “gave” the woman to another noble, Abdur 
Rahman Beg, and then demanded her back after a while. When Abdur Rahman 
Beg refused to return the “gift,” Shaham Beg took the woman back by force, dur- 
ing which he was attacked and killed.?! 
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What we can infer, then, is that neither bodyguard nor nobleman had an exclu- 
sive hetero- or homosexual orientation. It follows that Akbar, too, did not punish 
the nobleman’s homosexual behavior or attachment; rather, he punished the noble’s 
flouting of social and political hierarchies. Nonslave members of the empire were 
required to display slavelike devotion to the person of the emperor, while main- 
taining relationships of generosity, responsibility, and humaneness becween them- 
selves. It was not birth but the maintenance of a comportment of “noble manhood” 
that qualified men for ennoblement.?2 Part of this comportment was enacting 
control of the socially ignoble slave or “boy.” 

This is the emphasis in an eighteenth-century biographer's account of Akbar's 
attempt to deprive an official, Shah Quli Khan Mahram, of his “boy.” The offi- 
cial had become enamored of a “boy,” Qabul Khan, who was “versed in musical 
arts, and always kept him in his company. Emperor Akbar who considered such 
acts ... highly disgusting, and did not approve of them at all, and especially in the 
case of an amir—in the third year of the reign ordered that the boy be taken away 
from Shah Quli Khan. The Khan ... set fire to his house and home, and donned 
the dress of a jogi and went into retirement. Bairam Khan laboured hard to 
straighten up the matter, and got him back into the emperor's favour.”23 


Appropriate Sexual Behavior in Erotic Treatises 


Even when a sexual act did not involve phallic penetration, the person who was 
tepresented as initiating the act, “being pleasured,” was clearly regarded as the 
agent, and the one whose body parts were devoted to pleasuring was conceived of 
as the “passive” inferior. Thus, the Sanskrit-language corpus of erotic manuals of 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries represent certain sexual actions as for- 
bidden berween the male “actor” (nayaka) and “respectable women” (kulastri) who 
were presumably his wives. In a late-seventeenth-century or early-eighteenth- 
century tract written in southern India, where the minutae of oral sex (auparistakam) 
are gendered, and detailed, it is said, “The taking of the penis in the mouth (sam- 
gara) and swallowing the semen mentioned above / Should be done only by the 
woman who is dissolute, libertine, prostitute, slave and servant / And not resorted 
to by the respectable women / Nor by all women—so said Vatsyayana.”24 This 
attribution to Vatsyayana of a division in the economy of sexual pleasure illustrates 
the selectivity with which classical texts were read even in the precolonial period. 

The verses on auparistakam in Vatsyayana were much more elaborate than the 
seventeenth-century versifier allows. In the chapter on auparistakam, the Kama Sutra 
situates all eight varieties of oral sex into two distinct categories—one descriptive, 
the other prescriptive. In the descriptive category, oral sex is represented as prac- 
tised by all genders and status groups. In the prescriptive category, Vatsyayana reit- 
erates an apparently older prohibition on oral sex with married women, but appears 
to allow it with “female attendants and serving maids” as well as with “male ser- 
vants of some men."25 An indirect argument about the low status of oral sex is 
made in the recommendation that such pleasuring be spurned by those of high sta- 
tus (“a learned brahman,” a “minister that carries on the business of a state, or by 
aman of good reputation”). 

The seventeenth/eighteenth-century versifier, however, transforms Vatsyayana’s 
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indirect argument into an explicit defense of specialization. The low status of oral 
sex in later writing explains its absence from the medieval Ratirahasya attributed 
to Koka Pandit, and widely known as Koka-Shastra,26 and from discussions of mar- 
ital sex, like the manual written for husbands, the Ananga Ranga. 


Reading Status Crime as Gender Crime: The Colonial Period 


Within the discursive norms of Hindustan during the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, every sexual act was represented in terms of status differentials. 
Contemporary European observers, insensitive to local slave/master norms, often 
misinterpreted incidents they reported. Later readers, blind to the nuances 
of slave/master language, accepted these misinterpretations. An example is 
seventeenth-century French traveler Jean-Baptiste Tavernier's account, in which he 
writes, “A Mimbachi who commanded a thousand foot [soldiers] disgraced a young 
boy who was in his service; ... the boy overwhelmed with grief, chose his time to 
avenge himself, and being one day out hunting with his master, and removed from 
the other attendants by about a quarter of a league, he came behind him and cut 
off his head with a sword . . . although all the relatives of che defunct did all they 
could to procure his execution, the Governor did not dare to condemn him, as he 
feared the people, who protested that the young man had acted rightly."27 In this 
early example of a trajectory chat would ossify by the eighteenth century, Tavernier 
(or his editor) puts a Judeo-Christian spin on the story: “unnatural crime does not 
rest unpunished by the Muslims.” He does not mention the social/legal status of 
the men involved. If the “young boy” had been a slave who had murdered his mas- 
ter, both the murder and the public opinion on his behalf would be open to a very 
different interpretation than Tavernier's. 

By che eighteenth century, two traits of Tavernier’s account—making the slave- 
free topos invisible and characterizing homosexual relations of any kind as crimi- 
nal—are evident in European-language discussions of Indian same-sex relations. 
Since there has been a heated debate about the ruptures and continuities becween 
precolonial and British colonial social and political forms, it is necessary for me to 
state at the outset that the very discourses that undergirded the representation of 
same-sex relations shifted with the onset of western European epistemologies. I 
illustrate this in what follows. 

In Barani’s narrative, as in later Sanskrit manuals, discourses of the active ver- 
sus passive existed in exact correspondence with a free versus slave topos. English 
language discussions appropriated active/passive norms without necessarily indi- 
cating the free/slave valences of these tropes. Thus they turned the force of such 
discussions entirely into issues of “natural”/“unnatural” and individual/collective 
propensities. This can be illustrated by the cerms in which an English officer 
reported the behavior of a potentate of Awadh, an important kingdom in northern 
India. Describing Mirza Manir, the twenty-five-year-old son of Shuja al-Daula, the 
vazir of Awadh, the officer wrote that he was “abandoned to the most unnatural of 
Passions in the Gratification of which .. . he has indulged himself to such an Excess 
that now no longer capable of performing an active part in the most detestable Crime, 
his highest gratification consists in becoming the passive in it; he keeps men and boys 
for that.”28 This may have been garnered from a “native” informant (the English 
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official report does not pretend to eyewitness claims),29 but the slippages between 
the native informant's episteme and the colonial official's episteme need to be inter- 
rogated. While the “native”-language speaker would have indicated the (slave or 
free) social status of the “boys” or “men” who apparently act as “penetrators” of the 
nobleman’s body and thus would have suggested (perhaps elliptically, or even iron- 
ically) a threat co social order posed by such behavior, the English report erases the 
polyvalence of such “native information,” leaving in its place only an assessment of 
the individual’s “criminality.” 

In the discourse of criminality, what appears is not so much a rupture as a con- 
solidation of an earlier historical shift. Within the Sharia, there were obligations 
toward human beings and obligations toward God. Failure to fulfill either set of 
obligations was “criminal” behavior. In the realm of conduct toward human beings, 
strict limits were imposed on slander by making accusations of any sort punishable 
unless strict procedures of substantiating these accusations were fulfilled. Thus 
Islamic law required four adult male eyewitnesses to give evidence of both sodomy 
(iwat) and adultery (zina), thus protecting individuals against slanderous accusa- 
tions of “criminality” in the public discursive realm. It appears that these standards 
of proof began to be eroded within the precolonial Mughal administration.3° This 
erosion of procedural norms of the Sharia, in the context of heterodox populations 
in the subcontinent, was accentuated by the inquisitorial method of English infor- 
mation gathering, “reportage,” and legal processes.3! While both the Mughal and 
the early colonial states claimed to be maintaining the rubric of “Islamic” law (see 
the essay by Suparna Bhaskaran in this volume), procedural norms regarding pros- 
ecution of sexual behaviors had, in practice, changed. 

A more significant rupture in the public and formal discourse that coincided 
with the onset of British legal and juridical restructuring in eighteenth-century 
India was the implication that homosexual behavior constituted an alternative to 
heterosexual behavior, as if the presence of one necessarily meant the absence of the 
other. An illustration of this is the defense offered by William Orby Hunter in a 
case presided over by an English judge at the Faujdari Adalat of Tirhuc in 1796. 
Hunter, an indigo merchant, had been accused by his concubine of mutilating one 
of her three slave girls. Among the many charges levied by this woman was the 
charge that Hunter had “dishonored” her by raping three girls.32 Against this rape 
accusation Hunter defended himself at first by making two different counteralle- 
gations, both of which were meant to show up the concubine's “indelicate” char- 
acter. The first countercharge was that the slave girls were regularly sent in to him 
“naked” by their mistress for “making use of . . . if I chose it.” The second was one 
that made him blush, even though in self-defense and justification, to mention 
before the court: “One particular day the Bibbee called me into her apartment to 
shew me how her slave servants passed the night—I then saw two women naked 
one upon the other with some fictitious instrament made of Cloth bound round 
with String doing as Fathers and Mothers do.”33 

In Hunter's discourse, one can begin to see the beginnings of two significant 
tropes that reformulated the norms of a discourse on sexuality. Both were meant to 
work in counterfactual ways to establish the absence or presence of one kind of sex- 
ual behavior. In the first round, the description of slave girls using dildos to plea- 
sure themselves is offered as an example of their “inherent” licentiousness, which 
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is meant to preclude any relationship with him at all. However, as other witnesses 
were examined in the course of the trial, and his coercive regime vis-a-vis the slave 
women became apparent to the court, Hunter entirely dropped the story of the 
women having sex with each other and replaced it with a narrative in which the 
girls themselves desired him and climbed into his bed, thus exculpating him of any 
need to rape them.34 By later elaborating the picture of the slave women having 
desired him, simultaneously silencing the possibility that they continued to desire 
each other, Hunter's defense provides a classic example of che relatively new think- 
ing on desire. Desire for men and desire for women were two alternatives from 
which the individual could “choose.” 

Where earlier discourses appear to have distinguished between social status 
within each gender group, in terms of legal personality, capacity, bodily types, 
regional variations, and temperaments, colonial officials and travelers appear to 
have used much broader categories and thus fashioned new stereotypes. Groups like 
“high-caste women” or “low-class men” came to be perceived in terms of given 
characteristics, sartorial styles, appropriate tasks, and specific sexual behaviors. 
‘When people transgressed those assumed codes, or combined a great many of che 
features of other categories, language use felt the strain. “Masculine women” and 
“feminine men” aroused anxieties of different groups of commentators and histo- 
rians for different sets of reasons. The French general Claude Martin spoke in his 
will not just of slave women who were concubines, free boys, slave men, and eunuchs 
named Mahbub and Amber, but also of a more ambiguous figure: “There is a woman 
thac has always be wearing mans Cloths and pass for eunuque under the name of 
Myan Jawar.”35 So confused was Martin himself in trying to characterize this per- 
son chat his pronouns shifted from one sentence to another: He provided that she 
be given fifteen rupees a month, and also stipulated chat a sum of fifty rupees per 
year be given to this figure “during his lifetime.” 

Such slipping between masculine and feminine pronouns may have been neces- 
sitated by the absence of a third or fourth gender in che English language. But 
other coinages, like “berdaches” and “Amazons,” appeared co describe some ser- 
vants who were both entertainers and dressed in warriors’ clothes at some of the 
native courts. For instance, the female soldiers guarding the Begams of Awadh 
were described as “men-like women pacing up and down before the various 
entrances to the female apartments” who bore “the ordinary accoutrements of sepoys 
in India—a musket and bayonet, ... quite familiar with marching and wheel- 
ing ... had their own corporals and sergeants.”36 Similarly, Alexander Burnes 
describes “Amazons” in the court of the ruler of preannexation Punjab, Ranjit 
Singh, as “thirty to forty dancing girls, dressed uniformly in boys’ clothes . . . small 
bow and quiver in the hand of each”; there were as well two of the ladies whom 
he called the “Commandants of this regiment. "37 

The crux of such linguistic usage was an attempt to segregate gender by sarto- 
tial, behavioral, and other codes. With this definitive segregation of genders, rep- 
resented in language, came a changed format for the representation of sexual 
behaviors. Having conceptualized these women (who were in reality very young 
females sold and gifted to the court) dressed in military uniform as “Amazons,” 
such language predisposed the reader (especially one trained in the European clas- 
sics) to imagine a community of armed, independent, men-spurning women. While 
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accounts by local scribes would locate the actions and gestures of such “girls” within 
the interpretive frame of dependence on free and noble males, English-language 
discussions relocated the girls within a conceptual framework bleached of power 
relations, where only tests of gender-appropriate norms remained. Such young 
women were considered worthy of comment because they were seen as having 
crossed into the “masculine” terrain of soldiering. 

Perhaps one can read the pressure toward coherence and uniformity to be the 
criterion of colonialism’s radical epistemological and social revolution in the sub- 
continent, a pressure turned as much on its own officers as on the colonized.38 This 
pressure to choose one, forsaking all others, whether it came to roles, genders, or sex- 
ual partners, is represented very well in the story told by a traveling Brahman in the 
mid-nineteenth century. Reporting the information relayed to him by his cousin, one 
of whose ritual assistants had given his daughter as a second wife to the widowed and 
last male ruler of Jhansi, Gangadhar urf Babasaheb, he said of the larter, 


His conduct was this. In his apartments (uada), every two or four days, he would 
discard male dress and put on women’s clothes. He would wear a paithani, take a 
Jjari-kattbi choli (blouse); he had grown a very long tuft of hair at the crown and he 
would add false hair to it, scent it with oil, and make a braid, Sometimes he would 
put a jewel in the braid and sometimes he would make it into a bun. He would 
put on other ornaments. Then he would have a garland of moburs and a sari, a ring 
in his nose and bangles on his arm, women’s slippers on his feet and all the femi- 
nine ornaments. He would then speak and behave like a woman. For this reason, even 
poor households said that rather than give a daughter to such a busband, they should drown 
ber in water. Many people say that there are eight kinds of neuter genders (sharbat) 
and this is one of them. In the Shastra, the eight kinds are mentioned with their 
signs (/akshana). One sort would be aroused by playing with another man’s penis 
(sisun). This Raja must have been of that type. This is likely because his first wife 
had borne a son—and that woman was not immoral. She was simple and faithful, 
so everyone said. Therefore the Raja was definitely a purash [male]... . 

One day the Resident Saheb gently and politely asked, “For many days I have 
heard the same story and I have long wished to ask you about this mater. ... 
Maharaj you are an important ruler among the states and you also have the 
Brahmandharma. It has come to my ears that you customarily wear women’s dress. 
Each month you observe the period of impurity and you cover your arms with ban- 
gles. Is all this worthy of you?” Whereupon Babasaheb replied, “I am but a small 
feudatory. In front of the English (Angrez Babadwr), all che kings and princes, east 
to west, north to south, have put on bangles. There is no hero in front of you. There 
is no male on earth who is not wearing bangles. You have come from another con- 
tinent and conquered us.”39 


Historians cannot confirm whether or not such a conversation occurred between 
the colonial official and an indigenous ruler, nor is it possible to prove conclusively 
that this particular king was given to particular sexual or cross-dressing behaviors. 
What can be confirmed is the increasing perception of cross-dressing as transgres- 
sive of gender norms, norms apparently being articulated within local populations 
also. Expressing submission in terms of a sartorial code (wearing bangles) reworked 
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older tropes established in the discourses of warrior groups. A Rajput bard repre- 
sented the earth as a woman, and kings as her husbands.*° The history of colonial 
domination was the history of a woman, who, even while her husbands lived and 
her bangles were unbroken, was taken into the house of the Englishman, presum- 
ably as an enslaved concubine. 

Because of this preexisting discourse of freedom and virility in the public arena, 
a free nobleman’s donning of female dress should be reinterpreted as a “knowing” 
political stacement—the response of the vanquished rather than a statement of 
individual predilections. It is remarkable that in the mid-nineteenth century, prior 
to the mutiny of 1857, many Indian rulers seem to have simultaneously enacted 
on their bodies the signs of their submission by the manipulation of sartorial codes, 
The soon-to-be-deposed king of Awadh is one. Another perhaps even more auda- 
cious attempt to signal submission may have been that of the last Naib Nazim of 
Dhaka, Ghazi al-din, who “often don{ned} the clothes of an Englishwoman. "41 


Conclusion 


By the mid-nineteenth century, then it would appear that new force was attached 
to some terms while older meanings were bleached from others. One can illustrate 
this by che way insult-words worked in slave-owning societies. The old Islamicate 
world, where shared virtues of honor, masculinity, agency, and adulthood were 
denied to male slaves, ensured that a term like gandw (“one who has his anus 
taken”—a popular insult in north India even today) could function as an insult in 
a Hindu ruling household's conflicts as well as in the description of a nineteenth- 
century monarch’s personal companions. 

Gandu is used as a term of abuse in an eighteenth-century document from the 
Hindu kingdom of Orchha in central India.42 One contender for the throne had 
incorporated his slave-born children into the lineage. His rival's scribe used the 
term gandu to describe all the free men within that lineage who had sat and eaten 
with chese slave-born children. In a clearly homological way of thinking of the body 
and its orifices, polluting oneself through the mouth by eating with the slave-born 
was equivalent to acting like a slave by offering one’s anus for sexual penetration. 
No free, honorable man, it was understood, should readily undertake either activ- 
ity. The ridicule visited on a free man who was publicly thought to be the “recip- 
ient” or the one “done to” (hence, like a slave) was thus incorporated into the local 
languages in northern India. 

In a catalog of behaviors listed for another local ruler (Naib Nazim of Dhaka), 
it is said, “He was preoccupied with the conversation of the vulgar and the 
debauched, and immersed in endless pleasure—like the dancing of women, of danc- 
ing boys {dressed as women], and those who had their anuses taken—, and in horse- 
racing, cock-fighting, drinking, going to girls, commerce with whores, and so 
on.”43 Ic is possible from the continuation of such meanings that sexual acts con- 
tinued to be thought of as acts of power and status, and that such conventions might 
have structured other hierarchical relationships, like that between upper-“caste” 
(jati) and lower-“caste” persons. The almost normative requirement for men of rul- 
ing houses to take at least one bride of lower station indicates the uniformity of 
such expectations. Instead of being outlawed, sex between social superior and sub- 
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ordinate might well have been mandated in order to underline the social distance 
between them. Richard F. Burton recalled an incident within a regiment from the 
Bombay presidency posted in Sind from 1843 to 1844, in which a young Brahman 
“had connection with a soldier comrade of low caste and this had continued till, in 
an unhappy hour, the Pariah patient ventured to become the agent. The latter, in 
Arab Al-fa’il = the doer, is not an object of contempt like al-maful = the done; and 
the high-caste sepoy, stung by remorse and revenge, loaded his musket and delib- 
erately shot his paramour. He was hanged by court martial at Hyderabad. "44 

While current sociological investigations reveal the continuing vitality of older 
conceptual and epistemological worlds in the lives of the many men in India who 
continue to have sex with both men and women, and to represent sexual behavior 
in terms of passive and active,45 historians have not yet investigated the social and 
political roots of these conceptual worlds. I have urged here that historical writing 
in English by South Asianists should not appropriate the terms of a relatively recent 
discourse nor collaborate with colonial translators’ bleaching of terms such as chela, 
Jaunda, or gandu. Historians wishing to distance themselves from the colonizers’ 
tropes cannot be satisfied with switching the labels around; if we are dissatisfied by 
the colonial historians’ praise of Emperor Akbar for having put down the “licen- 
tiousness” of a noble, we cannot today simply valorize the noble and revile the 
emperor as the homophobe. This is not only ahistorical but also tantamount to 
reading medieval literatures, as the colonizers did, on the assumption that pre- 
colonial chroniclers, scribes, and poets had no epistemological moorings other chan 
those we as readers have. 

This is particularly true of the way the literatures of the Islamicate have been 
mined for writing Indian history in the nineteenth and early cwentieth centuries. 
Repeating discussions around the Indian past in the impoverished languages of 
individuality and sexual “choices” involves retaining the same tropes of reading 
and writing that constitute the epistemological deprivations imposed by colo- 
nialism, Instead, I have suggested that reinstating slavery, alienation, and subor- 
dination into our histories would offer us alternative points of entry into the 
discourses themselves and also make visible once more the figures deprived of 
their masculinity, agency, and adulthood in historical pasts. 
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Eunuchs, Lesbians, 


and Other Mythical Beasts 
Queering and Dequeering the Kama Sutra 


Michael J. Sweet 


From the vast literary output of classical India one work alone has attained nearly 
universal recognition: Vatsyayana’s Kama Sutra (KS). Its fame, of course, rests on 
its treatment of sex in its more mechanical aspects, alehough that actually forms 
only a part of its subject matter. It is the only source for most people's knowl- 
edge of classical India; imagine if, conversely, modern Euro-American civiliza- 
tion were to be known in Asia only through The Joy of Sex. The insatiable thirst 
of the modern West for sex knowledge from the mystic and lubricious East has 
resulted in the publication of hundreds of versions of the KS including transla- 
tions, recastings, expositions, and specially illustrated versions ranging from the 
coffee-table book with its glossy pictures of Indian erotic statuary to porno- 
graphic videos, not to speak of cards, lotions, massage oils of all flavors (who can 
forget the “Kama Sutra Love Oil” of the 1960s?), tapestries, and even bortle 
openers. While the reception and especially the commodification of the KS and 
other Indian exotica such as Tantra is a subject worthy of an extended inquiry, I 
confine myself here to an examination of one aspect in the West's encounter with 
Vatsyayana’s classic—namely, its elements of “queerness” as denied, interpreted, 
and hallucinated by Orientalists, sexologists, and the proponents of a gay liber- 
ation ideology who have sometimes refashioned this text according to their own 
wishes. 


The Perversity of the East 


Edward Said and subsequent writers have clearly delineated how concepts of 
“Asia” in general and India in particular have been used as sites for the projec- 
tion of Western fantasies of the erotic and mysterious.! To the brilliant adven- 
turer and erotomaniac Sir Richard Burton, che KS was a heaven-sent opportunity 
to spit in the eye of late-Victorian sexual hypocrisy, and, in the quasi-respectable 
guise of Orientalist scholarship, to speak aloud of unabashed and polymorphous 
perverse sexuality. I recall that reading the chapter on oral sex (auparistaka) in 
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the early ’60s in Burton and F. F. Arbuthnot’s rendering was an electrifying reve- 
lation,? despite its use of fusty and occasionally baffling terms like “mouth con- 
gress” and “shampooer,” and the awkwardness of finding my desires identified with 
those of “eunuchs.” This was, of course, a misunderstanding on the part of the trans- 
lators yet one that had the status of a received opinion until recently. The transla- 
tors relied on what they knew of the classical world and the examples provided by 
Persian, Turkish, Arabic, and Byzantine civilizations and conflated the classical 
Indian conception of a person of the third sex (tritiya prakriti) with the eunuch.} In 
the Victorian imagination, the making of eunuchs was invariably associated with 
the decadent East, but in reality they were rare, if not entirely nonexistent, in pre- 
Muslim India. Should Burton and Arbuthnot have known better? Perhaps, since 
both men would very likely have been familiar with the cinaedus of Latin literature, 
a genitally intact but effeminate and sexually voracious male.4 Nevertheless, their 
choice of term may have rendered the description of oral sex more palatable to their 
contemporaries; to have the receptive partner presented as an exotic eunuch, a type 
of person not often met with in London or New York, rather than the all-too-visi- 
ble fairy, or worse yet the more insidious because not readily identifiable butch 
queer. In fact, the effeminate and masculine homosexual types may be homologized, 
without too great a stretch, with the “feminine” and “masculine” third-sexers pre- 
sented in the KS. 

Another form of Orientalist distortion minimizes the existence of nonnormative 
sexuality and gender in India, and thus approves of India from a heteronormative 
perspective as “far healthier than most other ancient culeures.”> This is a view 
expressed often by contemporary Indians and other South Asians who have assim- 
ilated an earlier Western, sex-negative perspective and thus make the claim that 
homosexuality is an exclusively foreign vice, imported by Muslims or Europeans. 
This opinion is found, for example, in the writing of the early-ewentieth-century 
Hindi translator and commentator on the KS, Pandit Madhavacharya, who had 
apparently so thoroughly incrojected Victorian sexual mores that he managed to 
misinterpret this thoroughly pleasure-affirming text as a prescriptive warning 
against all nonprocreative and nonmarital sexual activity, expressing special repug- 
nance toward oral and anal sex.” 


Foucault and Orientalism Redux 


The case of Michel Foucaule is altogether different. Anyone writing about the his- 
tory of sexuality or cultural studies must acknowledge a debt to Foucault's brilliant 
insights about the nature of discourse and power, including the very idea that sex- 
uality and gender have had a history. However, like many great speculative thinkers 
who have altered the way we see the world, Foucault could often be spectacularly 
wrong. Such is the case concerning his famous contention that sexuality as we know 
it today did not exist prior to the bureaucratization of society that accompanied 
modern capitalism.® Textual research on areas as diverse as classical Rome, 
Tokugawa Japan, Renaissance Italy, and various Native American cultures has 
shown that this is simply not the case, and that conceptions of fixed identities based 
at least partially on sexual orientation long predated the nineteenth century.? Even 
Foucault's most vocal partisans, such as David Halperin, appear to have retreated 
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to the position that Foucault's views were mere heuristics, intended to stimulate 
novel thinking but not to be taken literally.!0 

Foucault's unreliability is even more pronounced when he ventures outside of the 
European tradition, and it is most surprising that this anticolonialist, transgressive 
French intellectual of the 1960s and '70s was prey to the same fantasies of Oriental 
licentiousness that afflicted his predecessors almost a century before. He evokes the 
delirious “East” of Eugene Delacroix and Jean-Léon Géréme in his contention that all 
the extremely diverse cultures from Suez to the Sea of Japan, as well as those of the 
classical Mediterranean, propound a lush, reflexive sensuality in which “truth is 
drawn from pleasure itself, understood as a practice and accumulated as experience; 
pleasure is nor considered in relation to an absolute law, nor by reference toa criterion 
of utility, but first and foremost in relation to itself.”!1 Such societies, according to 
Foucault, possess an “ars erotica” of pragmatic sexual lore for the connoisseur, and 
while he does not mention the KS by name (in itself indicative of the lesser worth he 
ascribes to non-Western cultures), it is clearly the model for his notion of the Eastern 
erotic treatise, distinguished from the rationalistic and controlling modern Western 
scientia sexualis. This awesome display of willful ignorance surely must have arisen 
from a desire to shock plodding academics; how could Foucault, a highly educated 
man and the contemporary of many outstanding Francophone Indologists have been 
unfamiliar with che Manusmriti, the literature on ayurveda, and the Buddhist Vinaya 
(just to confine ourselves to India)? These texts make detailed and categorical dis- 
tinctions on the basis of gender normativity, and the first and last of them prescribe 
precise penalties for transgressing socially normative practices. It is true that the KS 
is worldly and nonjudgmental in its tone, but it speaks for and to a tiny minority— 
that is, he urban, upper-class intelligentsia;!2 insofar as it advocates sexual permis- 
siveness it is in the form of libertinism, the privilege of upper-caste wealthy males. 
The overwhelming mass of premodern Indians were hedged around with sexual 
taboos and gender constraints; India was not a Rousseauian paradise of sexual free- 
dom by any stretch of the imagination. 


Daniélou: Anachronistically Translating the Text 


Burton and Arbuthnor's translation of the KS was a pioneering but flawed work that 
contains numerous mistranslations, and omissions, and is marked by a general confu- 
sion of Vatsyayana’s own sutras with the Jayamangala, che classical and authoritative 
commentary on it written by Yashodhara many centuries later. A retranslation into 
English was thus long overdue, and it was forthcoming from a figure whose life 
rivaled chat of Burton in its picaresque variety: Alain Daniélou, who at various points 
in his very long career (he died in 1996 at the age of ninety-two) was a painter, dancer, 
musician, translator, international endurance race car driver, and musicologist. 
Although without formal academic credentials, Daniélou wrote many books on 
Indological topics, and was an important pioneer in the field of Indian musicology. 
He was self-identified as a practicing Hindu, and he was also openly gay; his auto- 
biography is immensely entertaining and full of amusing and scandalous stories.!3 
His French translation of the KS into English, which he accomplished himself with 
some assistance, is in some respects a great advance over Burton and Arbuthnot, as can 
be seen by comparing their treatment of the first sutra of the chapter on oral sex: 
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There exist two kinds of eunuchs or hermaphrodites; those who choose the role of 
men, and those who disguise themselves as women. (Burton and Arbuthnot 116) 


People of the third sex are of two kinds, according co whether their appearance is 
masculine or feminine. (Daniélou 183) 


As we can see, in Daniélou’s translation the eunuchs and hermaphrodites have dis- 
appeared, properly replaced by “people of the third sex,” and che language is clear 
and accurately conveys the meaning of the original. However, Daniélou has other 
problems as a translator, which I believe stem from a presentist bias that imposes 
modern concepts on an ancient text, out of his commendable zeal for gay libera- 
tion, much as John Boswell has been critiqued for doing in his work on same-sex 
unions in premodern Europe.!4 This can be illustrated in Daniélou's version of 
another sutra from the chapter on oral sex, translated to read, “There are also citi- 
zens, sometimes greatly attached to each other and with complete faith in one 
another, who get married together” (191). This is an astonishing translation, one 
that locates gay marriage in ancient India! This would be a highly significant dis- 
covery, if it were true, but unfortunately, che text says only that “they mutually 
embrace one another (kwrvanti . . . parasparaparigrabam), and the commentary makes 
clear chat the passage is speaking of mutually agreed-upon sex between two upper- 
class urban sophisticates (nagarikas) who doubtless conformed to all social expec- 
tations of (heterosexual) marriage and dalliance. This is still very interesting, 
showing that in certain circumstances same-sex behavior could be engaged in by 
normative males, apparently without incurring any stigma. Nevertheless, the pas- 
sage is far from speaking of “gay marriage,” and here Daniélou’s advocacy has over- 
come his knowledge of Sanskrit and of classical Indian culture. Nor is this the only 
example of an anachronistic or inadequate reading of queer subject matter in his 
translation; for example, in another sutra (188) he states that “buccal coition” (a 
horridly learned euphemism almost as bad as “mouth congress”) can be also be per- 
formed by “lesbians.” How could the author of the KS have been talking about les- 
bians, a truly nineteenth-century European conception (Foucault being right in 
this case)? The answer is of course that he did not; the word that Daniélou crans- 
lated as “lesbian,” suairini, means instead a self-willed, sexually unrestrained woman. 
Daniélou actually addresses this question in his introduction (6), justifying his 
translation on the very debatable grounds that “dictionaries do not give the mean- 
ing of technical terms,” but providing no basis for his own rendering. A similar 
instance is his translating the word vita as “gigolo.” The vita is a cultivated sensu- 
alist and voluptuary and a stock character in Sanskrit drama, where he figures as 
the bosom companion of a dissolute prince, but he is certainly not one who is paid 
for his sexual services by women. In another burst of creative translation Daniélou 
goes so far as to render “oral sex” (auparistaka) as “homophile relations” (188). 
Clearly we are dealing with a case of wishful thinking that led an otherwise seri- 
ous scholar to project his dreams and desires on the KS, as others had done before 
him. At times, it must be confessed, Daniélou’s translation is so far-fetched as to 
lead one to the conclusion that his intellectual abilities were seriously impaired by 
the time he was working on the KS. For instance, a passage found in the chapter 
on oral sex, Daniélou translates, “If one wishes to, it is customary to pinch the 
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gigolo’s nipples” (188). “Gigolo” is entirely a fiction of Daniélou's; the Sanskrit 
“equivalent” for it is absent from the sutra, and “nipple” is a blunder resulting from 
reading stanana “erotic noises” as stana “nipple”; the sutra actually says that erotic 
noises can be made in the course of sex play between a “third sexer” and a man.!5 
‘Thus, an accurate English translation of the KS that will do justice to the queer 
elements, not to speak of the rest of the text, without bowdlerization, anachronism, 
or other distortions, still remains a desideratum. 


Queer Revisions: Gay Kama Sutras 


Such is the prestige of the KS that its name has been claimed by writers seeking 
validation for gay sexuality, apparently through association with this venerable and 
canonical work. The most thorough and literal of these attempts was executed by 
Jeffrey Hopkins, an academic and professor of Buddhist studies who is primarily 
known for his cranslations and studies of Tibetan scholastic texts. Hopkins, who 
came out as a gay man very publicly some years ago,!6 had published a work on 
the KS; it was not the famous work of Vatsyayana, but a reworking of the same 
material based largely on later sources that was compiled by Gendiin Chiphel, a 
highly influential and iconoclastic Tibetan scholar of the twentieth century.!7 
Chiphel’s text is resolutely heterosexual, with no reference to sex between men or 
between third sexers and normative males.!8 Hopkins seems to have found this lack 
troubling, and sought to remedy it with a recasting of this text in gay male terms, 
with the explicit aim of providing “care, support and encouragement” to the gay 
male community.!9 For the most part this resolutely odd work is nothing but his 
previous translation of Gendiin Chéphel’s text with male body parts substituted 
for female ones in the appropriate places, along with the addition of some con- 
temporary touches such as advice on how to use a condom in anal intercourse (53), 
and soft-core erotic photos (of a black/East Asian male couple) that do not illus- 
trate the text in any naturalistic fashion. Moreover, the Indo-Tibetan cultural ref- 
erences have not been changed, thus leaving phrases likely to be highly puzzling 
to the contemporary Western reader. For example: “There is no sense in urgently 
exhorting people to do what they wish—like asking nomads to eat pork, city-folk 
to drink melted butter, and so on” (5). And then there is the truly bizarre and 
grotesque chapter, “Males of Various Places.” Here the belief that women from spe- 
cific geographic regions of the subcontinent are associated with particular sexual 
practices is retained, though the gender has been changed to male. Homosexual 
men are described in terms of various types of sexual physiology and behavior with- 
out any basis in anything except perhaps the imagination of the author. For example: 
“In the city of Yama itching arises in the anus from time to time; hence he urges 
men to do it with him and also sometimes uses a wooden dildo” (65). It is difficult 
to conceive how this was meant to be understood. 

In a separate section following the text itself, Hopkins presents an interesting 
series of “ruminations” on topics such as the alleged sex-positive nature of Tibetan 
Buddhism; homophobia; and the connection between tantric sex and sexual prac- 
tice. He claims that in the experience of orgasm a person can attain at least a hint 
of the liberating experience of the nondual and pure consciousness of “clear light” 
that is che aim of many tantric practices. In this, Hopkins follows Gendiin Chéphel, 
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who makes a similar claim,?° possibly as an apologia pro vita sua for having broken 
his monastic vows and engaged in a life of apparent libertinism. Connecting the 
KS with the Tantra is a modern innovation, and the classical Indian treatises on 
erotology, written as they were by Hindus, clearly distinguish the aim of pleasure 
(kama) from that of liberation (moksha). This synthesis has proliferated in the cur- 
rent spiritual marketplace, which finds New Age—type institutes offering courses 
in “Tantric sex” incorporating sexual positions taken from the KS.21 

Hopkins’s book aside, the name Kama Sutra has been appropriated by at least 
one other gay sex manual, The Gay Kama Sutra by Colin Spencer. This book includes 
perspectives and art from a number of ancient and modern cultures, and while tak- 
ing Vatsyayana’s KS as its starting point, Spencer sensibly recognizes that “at least 
two-thirds of it has little direct relevance to modern society, either gay or 
straight.”22 He puts the descriptions of sexual positions into modern language, 
illustrates them with explicit line drawings, and has a respeceful but critical atti- 
tude toward ancient Indian sexology.23 There are many other sex manuals that have 
only the most minimal relationship to the ori, acini, , using the KS in cheir titles as 
a conventional sign for cultivated eroticism.” 


Conclusion 


In the nearly 120 years since the first publication of Burton and Arbuthnor's trans- 
lation the KS's queer aspects have been both exaggerated and minimized, depend- 
ing on the taste and agenda of the translator or commentator. The KS has served 
both to validate same-sex relations and to deny their existence; this aspect of the 
text's reception may be of more interest than the treatment of the subject in che KS 
itself, in which same-sex relations occupy a rather marginal position. One thing has 
been consistent: since the “eunuchs” of the old colonialists, followed by the guilt- 
free ars amoris of Foucault and his followers, co the lesbians, gay marriages, and other 
gay reinterpretations of Daniélou and others, people have seen in the KS what they 
have wished to, with little regard for the text itself or its historical and social con- 
text. That in itself is perhaps the queerest thing about this book and its interpreters 
after all. 
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Loving Well 


Homosexuality and Utopian Thought 
in Post/Colonial India 


Leela Gandhi 


In the otherwise monumental Gay and Lesbian Literary Heritage, edited by Claude 
Summers, the weak constitution of a dangerously slim entry on South Asia is 
attributed to the ill effects of a puritanical tradition. The voluminous literature 
of ancient and medieval India, we are told, is consistently “silent on the subject 
of homosexuality,” a reticence that “perhaps reflects the generally conservative 
mores of the people.”! 

Where, once, the redoubtable Katherine Mayo gleaned from India a catalog 
of sexual irregularities, severely in need of civilizational cleansing, Summers 
laments the reverse—a nation fraught with repression and piety, compelling its 
homosexual refugees to seek amnesty in other, more sexually enlightened cul- 
tures, “either the United States or Britain—countries that have well established 
gay and lesbian communities with a tradition of organized resistance—and 
therefore have greater sexual and artistic freedom.”? To “come out,” in other 
words, is to “go out”; a process that requires the emotionally hazardous barter 
of a cultural heritage for a sexual community. Is this necessary, or true? 

According to Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai, editors of the recent anthol- 
ogy Same-Sex Love in India, the politically careless imputation of a schism between 
homosexuality and Indian tradition only serves to nourish the hysterical and 
homophobic rhetoric of conservative lobbies at home, eager to perpetuate the 
“myth chat same-sex love is a disease imported into India from the West.”> 

Defying both the scholarly and unscholarly consensus on this subject, Vanita 
and Kidwai insist that the rich vein of same-sex desire in South Asia, journey- 
ing from the ancient Sanskrit epics through medieval Puranic narratives and 
Urdu poetry, is eventually frozen not from within India but from without, 
through peculiarly English sexual anxieties and accompanying legislative pro- 
scriptions, introduced into India during the colonial encounter. Thus, fore- 
grounding repression rather than license as the Western import into India, Vanita 
and Kidwai invite us to reconsider the British origins of the enduring antisodomy 
law introduced into India in 1861 as Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code (IPC). 
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Likewise, British (homo)sexual anxieties are amply reflected in the Purity cam- 
paigns of the 1880s and 1890s, which resulted in the growing public condemna- 
tion ane legal curtailment of homosexuality ac home and abroad, in the colonized 
world. 

This essay surveying same-sex desire in Indo-Anglian literature concurs with 
the historical assumptions that inform the work of scholars like Vanita and Kidwai. 
Tc argues that any coherent understanding of homoerotic articulation and disartic- 
ulation in such literature requires that we return, once again, to the scene of the 
colonial encounter. For it is there chat we might begin to comprehend homosexual 
definition, with some semantic help from Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, not only as an 
“issue of active importance for a distinct, relatively fixed homosexual minority” but 
equally “as an issue of continuing, determinative importance in the lives of people 
across a spectrum of sexualities.”> In the main, my argument is this: If empire intro- 
duced a virulent strain of homosexual anxiety/homophobia at home and abroad in 
the colonies, it also generated, at its margins, a counteractive form of dissident or 
radical homo/bisexual reasoning that became the agent, on both sides of the colo- 
nial divide, of wide-ranging social, political, and epistemological transformations. 
‘What follows is a rough story line for the emergence of homosexual utopianism in 
the shadow of empire, from its early prophets to its tentative, residual strains within 
the boisterous world of Indo-Anglian literature. 

The theoretical overture with which I would like to begin this narrative takes 
its cue from Monique Wittig's prematurely “outdated” thesis in The Straight Mind.6 

Like many gay/lesbian theorists before and since, Wittig postulates heterosex- 
uality as an institution—indeed, as the prevailing social contract —founded on the 
ineluctable categories of sex. The “category of sex,” she writes, “is the political cat- 
egory chat founds society as heterosexual. . . . For co live in society is to live in het- 
erosexuality. In fact, in my mind, social contract and heterosexuality are 
superimposable notions. The social contract I am talking about is heterosexual- 
ity.”? Framed in these terms, homosexual desire/identity is inescapably politicized 
in and as an existential obligation to break with the prevailing social contract by 
destroying the sociological reality of the sexes:8 “If we as lesbians and gay men, 
continue co speak of ourselves, and to conceive of ourselves as women and as men, 
we are instrumental in maintaining heterosexuality."? 

Two features of Wittig's thesis require closer attention. First, although she rep- 
resents the categories of sex as a male/female dialectic, she is at one with the wider 
tradition of French feminist philosophy in conceiving of heteronormativity prin- 
cipally as a closed masculine economy wherein “fernaleness” (or effeminacy?) is var- 
iously effaced, repressed, or banished from modes of production and signification.!° 
‘We will return later in the discussion to this account of the continuity berween 
masculinity and heterosexualization. Second, by imagining homosexuality as a third 
position outside the binary of sex—indeed, outside of the social contract itself— 
Wittig secures a powerfully utopian provenance for the activity of homosexual iden- 
tification.!! To withhold consent to the categories of sex, she insists, entails nothing 
less than the dream of reformulating a new social order through “voluntary associ- 
ations” with a range of other “fugitives.”!2 If, as Wittig suggests, the “straight 
mind” is susceptible to the wider inequities nourished by binary thinking— 
“Shouldn't we mention that the paradigm to which female, dark, bad and unrest 
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belong has also been augmented by Slave, other, different?”—then the “bent mind” 
is, or ought to be, in some green Blakean world, constitutively exempt from, and 
innately critical of, these susceptibilities.!3 

In recent years Wittig’s work has been subjected to a severe, if curiously tauto- 
logical, critique that alleges that the better “no place,” already implicit in the ety- 
mology of the “utopia” directly invoked in The Straight Mind, is not a real (political) 
place. In her eloquent but pessimistic verdict on Wittig, Annamarie Jagose insists 
that “the point is not chat che revolution is a long time coming, but that it may 
not be coming at all,” adding chat, contrary to orthodox leftist “assumptions about 
the nature of transgression,” che circumambience of power renders any “radically 
revolutionary gesture ultimately recuperable,” so much so “chat an apparently sub- 
versive gesture is complicit with normative regulatory practices.”!4 While remain- 
ing alert to the realism of such admonishments we need also to apprehend 
ucopianism—Wictig’s or anyone else’s—first as a politics of possibilicy whose con- 
tent is aspirational rather than practical, and second as a politics of evasion chat, 
knowing too well the treacherous web of power, its techniques of appropriation and 
recuperation, makes its escape precisely by situating itself beyond representation, 
beyond knowledge and co-optation, beyond order and prohibition. Furthermore, 
to borrow opportunistically some words from Judith Butler, and co bring this phase 
of my discussion to a close, it is precisely because che “totality” of Wittig's homo- 
sexual utopia “is permanently deferred, never fully what it is at any given juncture 
in time,” that it also possesses the capacity for “open coalition . . . an open assem- 
blage that permits of multiple convergences and divergences.”!5 

In order to proceed with a search for the availability of a Wittig-type homo- 
sexual utopianism in post/colonial India, let me propose that both empire and its 
antagonist, the anticolonial nation, need to be recognized as profoundly hetero- 
normative projects that founded their competing authorities on the categories of 
sex—that is, on a closed, masculine signifying economy. In recent years, as a range 
of scholars have turned their attention to the role played by gender in determining 
the relations between colonizer and colonized, it is generally understood that if late- 
Victorian culture increasingly came to privilege masculinity as the repository of 
colonial authority, it simultaneously insisted upon the contrasting “effeminacy” of 
colonized Indian men as an alibi for conquest and domination.!© However, even 
though the “effeminate” East was often identified within colonial discourse as a 
homosexual or “sotadic zone,”!7 the imperial project itself, circumscribed as it was 
by the anxious prerogatives of masculinity, was not homoerotic (as Sara Suleri 
argues) so much as it was aggressively homophobic, for, while homophobia may 
well be construed as the manifestation of an ambivalent or guilty desire, it also folds 
rather more readily into the paranoid upkeep of heterosexual identity/culture. As 
Sedgwick explains, “male heterosexual identity and modern masculinist culture 
may require for their maintenance the scapegoating crystallization of a same-sex 
desire that is widespread and in the first place internal.”!8 In these terms, then, the 
oft-cited anticolonial/nationalist endeavor to self-reform in the image of the aggres- 
sor, by recuperating a “lost” native masculinity, can be said to herald the onset of 
a postcolonial heteronormativity—tragically collaborationist and fraught by the 
pressures of a newly internalized homophobia, or fear, in other words, of effemi- 
nacy.!9 Thus, Swami Vivekananda’s claim that the salvation of Hindus depended 
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on the three B's, beef, biceps, and Bhagvad-Gita (in a sharp departure from the easy 
eclecticism and aspirational androgyny of his guru Sri Ramakrishna), and Nathuram 
Godse’s assassination of Mahatma Gandhi in the name of a “remasculated” Hindu 
polity, each bespeak Indian nationalism’s capitulation to the culture of colonial het- 
eronormativity. 

Among the countless examples—literary and otherwise—of the homophobia 
that has since permeated Indian society,20 Salman Rushdie’s evolving oeuvre offers, 
perhaps, the most revealing map of the contiguity between the psychic territories 
of post/colonial anxiety and homosexual panic.2! In The Satanic Verses (1988), the 
protagonist Saladin Chamcha—Anglophile “toady” by name and nature—discov- 
ers, with a belated sense of historical déja vu, chat he has become the object of 
racist/English homophobic invective. Homo/sexually assaulted and humiliated by 
immigration officials in a police van, he is negatively contrasted throughout the 
novel co Gibreel Farishta, the “unreconstructed” migrant whose credo of aggres- 
sive heterosexual masculinity is consistently rehearsed through a phantasmic sex- 
ual possession of a conversely feminized England.23 Chamcha’s character and 
fictional career implicitly postulate “emasculation” as just punishment for those 
who willingly submit to the indignity of cultural conquest. But while Chamcha is 
surprised to find himself negatively homosexualized, the antinationalist and empire- 
loving Aires da Gama, in The Moor's Last Sigh (1995), is, as though unavoidably, 
portrayed as an incurable and impotent homosexual. Much like the cultural nation- 
alism to which Rushdie—despite his protestations to the contrary —owes his 
genealogy, his novels are troubled by a profoundly internalized colonial homopho- 
bia, suspicious of native effeminacy, and desperate to recuperate the cultural priv- 
ileges of heterosexual masculinity. Such, too, are che anxieties chat inform the 
making of Ormus Cama in The Ground beneath Her Feet (1999), a wishfully manly 
Indian migrant who discovers, like conservative lobbyists in contemporary India, 
that homosexuality is a peculiarly Western perversion. Surrounded, in England, by 
sexual “deviants”—his benefactor Mull Standish and sodomitical drug squad 
cops—he exacts his culcural/sexual revenge through a punitive relationship with 
the lesbian lover of Standish’s amateur-orientalist ex-wife.24 

There is sufficient evidence to make a case for the family resemblance between 
imperial and ancicolonial heteronormativity. Accordingly, might we not hypothe- 
size that a postcolonial culture of homosexual dissidence that withholds consent to 
the nationalist social contract may, if it exists, also be shown to emerge out of an 
earlier culture of colonial homosexual dissidence that withheld consent, in this 
instance, to the imperialist social contract? Let us consider, in such a hypothetical 
mode, the career of Edward Carpenter (1844-1929), the late-Victorian British 
socialist, author, and homosexual, whose writing consistently defended homosex- 
uality as a utopian project equipped—pace Wittig—through its refusal of the rigid 
polarities of gender, to eschew a range of contingent and prevailing binaries and 
hierarchies. Carpenter developed these and other related ideas in a variety of texts, 
of which his Love's Coming-of-Age (1896) and The Intermediate Sex (1908) are the most 
representative. 

Written in an atmosphere of fear following the 1895 trials of Oscar Wilde, Love's 
Coming-of-Age squarely blamed the late-Victorian cult of masculinity (sustained, he 
argues, through a dialectical relation to femininity) for a multitude of sins, includ- 
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ing imperialism and race prejudice. Resisting the mainstream valorization of mas- 
culinity for its material and mechanical achievements, Carpenter detected in it the 
revealing symptoms of a defective or “ungrown” nature, constrained by an unde- 
veloped heart and by a natural tendency to tyranny. The “men who have sway of 
the world today” were, in his reasoning, the architects of deformed societies, were 
men “to whom it seems quite natural that our marriage and social institutions 
should lumber over the bodies of women, as our commercial institutions grind over 
the bodies of the poor, and our ‘imperial’ enterprise over the bodies of barbarian 
races."25 Modern civilization, in other words, was diseased with hypermasculinity 
and could only be cured, on Carpenter's strong recommendation, through the ther- 
apeutic intervention of “intermediate types” or homosexual physicians. 

Drawing on and subverting the rhetoric of eugenics and evolutionism popular 
at the time,?6 Carpenter projected homosexuals as a possible species of the future 
who might improve upon the palpably inadequate temperaments produced by the 
prevailing categories of sex. As he argues in The Intermediate Sex, “We do not know, 
in fact, what possible evolutions are to come... . It may be that, as at some past 
period of evolution che worker-bee was without doubt differentiated from the two 
ordinary bee-sexes, so at the present time certain new types of human kind may be 
emerging, which will have an important part to play in societies of the furure— 
even though for the moment their appearance is attended by a good deal of confu- 
sion and misapprehension. It may be so; or it may not. We do not know.”27 

Here, as elsewhere, Carpenter's tactical utopianism situates the homosexual 
beyond knowledge, and, so, beyond governing habits of judgment. But, equally, 
by withholding from homosexuality itself what Butler calls “the normative telos 
of definitional closure,”2 he effectively reformulates the homosexual project as an 
“open coalition” capable of accommodating conjunctural solidarities and counter- 
allegiances between disparate and shifting groups. “Eros,” he writes, “is a great lev- 
eller. Perhaps the true Democracy rests, more firmly than anywhere else, on a 
sentiment which easily passes the bounds of class and caste, and unites in the clos- 
est affection the most estranged ranks of society.”29 

True to che political obligations of utopian thought, Carpenter's own sympa- 
thies were consistently expansive and inclusive. A prominent figure in the ranks of 
late-nineteenth-century British socialism, he endeavored—through a Whitmanic 
rhetoric of democratic comradeship—to draw the “worker” into the campaign 
against the “beefy satisfaction” of public school masculinity.>° Likewise, convinced 
of a natural affinity between male homosexuals and women, he combined forces 
with the Woman's Freedom League, formed in 1908, to further the cause of the 
suffrage campaign. Active, along with Henry Salt, in the animal rights movement, 
Carpenter was also notable as a passionate antivivisectionist and advocate for the 
establishment of animal sanctuaries.3! 

Such, then, were the political susceptibilities that underscored, in the main, 
Carpenter's fierce anti-imperialism and contingent disavowal of Western civiliza- 
tion. Numerous passages in his early prose poem, Towards Democracy (1883), scorn 
“the blessings of empire,” extracted as they are from “Ireland . . . / Rack-rented, 
drained, her wealeh by absentees in London wasted ... / India the same—her life 
blood sucked—but worse: / Perhaps in twenty years five hundred million sterling, 
from her famished myriads, / Taken to feed the luxury of Britain.>2 Carpenter's ten- 
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tative exploration of Indian philosophy in this work culminated in his homo- 
sexual/spiritual odyssey to India and Ceylon in 1890. Recorded in From Adam's Peak 
to Elephanta (1892), this journey yields the joyful discovery of sympathetic “tran- 
sitional types” in India, and brings confirmation of imperial bigotry, as it were, on 
the field.33 

In her thoughtful article on Carpenter's Indian sojourn, Parminder Kaur Bakshi 
charges him, perhaps too readily, with “sexual colonialism,” predicated, despite his 
apparent disaffection with English civilization, on the sexual/colonial opportuni- 
ties of empire.34 And yet, while the Carpenter case study does confirm, a la Said, 
the impossibility of ever securing full immunity from the contagious discur- 
sive/material networks of orientalism and its cousins, it also diversifies and com- 
plicates the logic of these networks, for it is precisely out of solidarity with che 
defiant “effeminacy” and affectivity of (some) Indian men that Carpenter developed 
his dissenting condemnation of conquest and colonialism, calling, in a scathing 
article published in 1900 in The Humane Review, for the “ruin .. . the sooner the bet- 
ter” of “these fatuous Empires. "35 

Carpenter's eclectic radicalism was by no means confined to his own personal 
politics; it equally helped to promote and nourish a unique style of collaborationism 
within the larger culture of late-Victorian dissidence. This, he maintained, was the 
homosexual’s unique gift and obligation: to show society “the wealth and variety 
of affectional possibilities which it has within irself.”36 Evidence of his influence 
is found, for instance, in the pages of Justice, the journal produced by the Social 
Democratic Federation, to which Carpenter gave substantial financial and ideo- 
logical support.37 Edited by H. M. Hyndman, William Morris, and J. Taylor, Justice 
maintained a systematic attack on British imperialism, asserting full paricy between 
the cause of workers at home and that of colonized “races” abroad. And, in an extra- 
ordinarily polemical article, “Shall We Fight for India?” published as early as 
1885—well before Indian nationalism developed a coherent agenda—Hyndman 
called, categorically, for the cessation of the Indian empire, writing, “I do say here, 
however, unavailingly, that for the sake of England and of India, I would far rather 
that we were driven right out of the country than that we should continue the mis- 
erable rule which has disgraced us and injured the people for the last eight and 
twenty years; and I can only hope that not only Socialists but all working 
Englishmen will look carefully into the facts. "38 

Carpenter presided over a similar series of disparate affiliations in the activities 
of the Humanitarian League. Begun in 1891, with his support, to improve the 
treatment of animals, the league substantially expanded its constituency and con- 
cerns, drawing workers’ movements into the cause of animal welfare and, simulta- 
neously, asserting continuity between the struggles for animal rights and against 
imperialism. Writing in this vein to M. K. Gandhi in 1932, Henry Salt, the 
League’s founder, reiterated his own abiding commitment to the freedom and wel- 
fare of India, while observing che lamentable symbiosis between racial/national 
hierarchies and those separating the human and nonhuman worlds: “I feel as 
strongly as ever that food-reform, like Socialism, has an essential part to play in the 
liberation of mankind. I cannot see how there can be any real and full recognition 
of Kinship, as long as men continue either to cheat, or to eat, their fellow-beings!"3? 

With characteristic cynicism, George Orwell once caricatured the “magnetic 
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force” with which “Socialism and Communism draw toward them ... every fruit- 
juice drinker, nudist, sandal-wearer, sex-maniac, Quaker, ‘Nature cure’ quack, paci- 
fist, and feminist in England.”4° If ungenerous, this catalog does capture some sense 
of the promiscuous alliances that were threaded through the fragile and brave world 
of late-Victorian radicalism. More remarkable still is the fact that, for a brief while, 
and despite the terror consequent upon the Wilde trials, homosexuality had insin- 
uated itself into the secrec—the developed—heart of socialism. Indeed, the unset- 
tling proximity of socialism and homosexuality was, if unfortunately, well 
foregrounded in a libelous attack on Carpenter in 1908, through a pamphlet enti- 
tled Socialism and Infamy: The Homogenic or Comrade Love Exposed: An Open Letter in 
Plain Words for a Socialist Prophet to Edward Carpenter:4\ By 1910 the attack had 
found its mark and Carpenter was purged, with apologies, from the local council. 

Carpenter's influence had, in fact, begun to wane well before this direct attack. 
As early as 1894, Robert Blantchford, the editor of a socialist paper called The 
Clarion, was urging him to prioritize “industrial change” over the “sexual ques- 
tion, "42 Blantchford’s reprimands, in turn, reflected a major shift in the ideologi- 
cal concerns of British socialism following the creation of the Independent Labour 
Party in 1883. Committed, from the outset, to getting labor candidates into par- 
liament, the ILP firmly adopted the path of respectability and, shedding, thus, its 
“immature™ revolutionary origins, soon forgot both Carpenter and his utopianism. 
And with it, homosexuality, too, forgot the substance of its grand affair with social- 
ism. What then of Carpenter's legacy in India? Or rather, can we find some version 
of his peculiar brand of radicalism among Indian materials? 

In The Intimate Enemy Ashis Nandy famously finds examples of bisexual radical- 
ism in Gandhi, and in the larger tradition of Gandhian politics. “It was colonial 
India,” he writes, “still preserving something of its androgynous cosmology and 
style, which ultimately produced a transcultural protest against the hyper-masculine 
world view of colonialism in the form of Gandhi.”43 Combining a unique (but also 
recognizable) set of ingredients in anticolonialism, vegetarianism, and a formative 
antipathy to “modern civilization,” Gandhian ahimsa or nonviolence is, indeed, 
predicated upon a rigorous refusal of heteronormative masculinity. In Gandhi's 
understanding, the abimsaic agent or activist is obliged to feminize the activity of 
resistance by emulating the normative, albeit stereotypical, selflessness of mother- 
hood, self-containment of the widow, and so on. His own “queering,” as it were, of 
gender positions is frequently expressed in his aspiration to transcend gender rela- 
tions, or the desire, as he puts it, to “mother” his companions and, in so doing, to 
become “God's eunuch. "44 Gandhi's religious hermaphroditism, however, does not 
signify the zone of a transgressive sexuality, but projects sexlessness—true brab- 
macharya—as the necessary effect of bringing femaleness to bear upon maleness. 
His aversion to sexuality itself is sharply crystallized in his delineation of the inher- 
ently violent or bimsaic nature of marriage, and, thus, of the patriarchal family, 
whose filiative structure, he insists, necessitates and condones repetitive acts of vio- 
lence on the naturally nonconsenting bodies of women. In his words, “Young men 
in India . . , are married early. ... Nobody tells them to exercise restraint in mar- 
ried life. Parents are impatient to see grandchildren. The poor girl wives are 
expected by their surroundings to bear children as fast as they can.”45 

Nandy, in his study, quite appropriately endeavors to distill an indigenous prove- 
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nance for Gandhi's politicotheoretical bisexuality. And without contesting, for a 
moment, Gandhi's complex blending of submerged traditions within Hinduism, 
Jainism, and Buddhism, I would also like to direct attention to his influential tran- 
scultural exchanges with late-Victorian radicalism and radicals. As is well acknow!- 
edged, Gandhi's early sojourn in England brought him in close contact with the 
very socialists, vegetarians, and theosophists whom we have been considering in 
the discussion so far.46 While we cannot credit these groups for introducing Gandhi 
to ideas that were, quite simply, implicit in his inherited tradition, they certainly 
authenticated and revivified the practices and convictions to which he was merely 
habituated or accustomed. So, if Gandhi found Hinduism exhilaratingly univer- 
salized by the theosophists, his early exposure to Henry Salt's Plea for Vegetarianism 
gave “vical legitimacy,” as Rajmohan Gandhi writes, to “his Indian inner voice."47 
So too, Gandhi's Hind Swaraj openly concedes Edward Carpenter's influence, among 
others, in shaping his own skepticism about modern/Western civilization. 
“Societies,” he writes, “have been formed to cure the nation of the evils of civiliza- 
tion. A great English writer has written a work called ‘Civilization: its Cause and 
Cure,’ Therein he has called it a disease.”48 We have already encountered the the- 
oretical progression of Carpenter's own negotiations with modernity, and it is worth 
mentioning, in this context, that it was Carpenter's Civilization that provoked 
Robert Blantchford into his nervous recommendation that socialism quickly aban- 
don the issue of sexual organization. Later in his life, of course, Gandhi would find 
himself similarly berated for his eccentricities, and excluded from the mainstream, 
as the incipient Indian nation prepared co transform itself into a respectable post- 
colonial state. Acknowledging these complex shared circuits between Gandhi and 
Carpenter, Henry Salt wrote to the former on December 2, 1929, to inform him 
that “all good causes have suffered a loss this year by the death of Edward 
Carpenter, "49 

In turning now to the residual traces of these Gandhian mediations in Indo- 
Anglian literature, my account does not seek co be comprehensive so much as to 
supply a gestural and fragmentary map for reading. I focus on two writers, Aubrey 
Menen and Vikram Seth, selected for the reason that in their writing same-sex desire 
frequently projects a skeptical view of heteronormativity and, in so doing, supplies 
an idiom for expansive (and utopian) sympathies with heterodox/marginalized/sub- 
jugated beings, ideasm and knowledges. 

Born in 1912 in London to an Indian father and Irish mother, Menen is author 
of an oeuvre that bristles with the compromises contingent upon being an out- 
sider/insider in the pernicious shadow of empire. The anxieties of cultural alien- 
ation further combine, in his case, with those of sexual alienation to produce a 
scathing account of the seamlessness between British colonialism and masculinity. 
Withholding consent to both, through the alibis of his Indo-Irish blood and homo- 
sexual orientation, Menen’s fiction deftly imagines a dissident alternative world 
populated by irreverent Wildean figures who find themselves in sympathetic coun- 
terallegiance with, among others, trees, “orientals,” children, criminals, and “prim- 
itives.” His first novel, The Prevalence of Witches (1947), discloses a homoerotic 
community of young Englishmen in an Indian outpost appropriately called Limbo, 
where, freed from obligatory polarities of being, they learn to comprehend the “eti- 
quecte” of the jungle and to believe—against the oppressive rationalism of the 
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British administration—in the prevalence of witches. The peculiar pretensions of 
London society (and European civility) are lampooned in The Stumbling Stone (1949), 
in which a saintly celebrity starts a fund-raising drive secretly to send a juvenile 
offender on a hedonistic holiday to Rome. And, in a similar vein, the hypocrisies 
of English heterosexualism are parodied in The Abode of Love (1956), which retells 
the “crue” story of a promiscuous curate who defies Victorian respectability by 
founding a religion in which sexual freedom receives spiritual sanction and accom- 
modation in a comfortable country house. The theme is reiterated in The Fig Tree 
(1957), wherein a puritanical scientist invents, by accident, a devastatingly aphro- 
disiacal oral contraceptive. Homosexuality itself is fully explicated in Fonthill 
(1975), a fictional biography of William Beckford, author of the orientalist tale 
Vathek (1786), and infamous creator of Fonthill Abbey, a gothic extravaganza. As 
Menen'’s story progresses, Fonthill is transformed into a utopian “closet” where, safe 
from the brutal homophobia of philistine Englishmen, Beckford itemizes the expan- 
sive beauty (and enlightened “homo-susceptibilities”) of the Orient in the edifying 
company of his lover Franchi, an affectionate dwarf who hates the human race, and 
the India-loving Farquhar, a “monkey man” who extols the polite company of trees. 

Writing nearly a generation after Menen, Vikram Sech’s formal eclecticism is 
also underscored by a corresponding ethical range. Although homo-/bisexuality 
lurks everywhere beneath the surface of his accomplished texts, we need rigorously 
to resist the critical cemptation simply to expose or “out” its content. Rather, as 
Christopher Lane urges in another context, it is more fitting to study the ways in 
which Seth deploys the medium of sexual ambiguity “to demonstrate what is pre- 
carious and lacking in heterosexual meaning” and contingent “national forma- 
tions."59 Thus, in Seth's epic novel A Suitable Boy, the central actor Maan is in 
possession of an easy bisexuality that is fitfully elaborated in the secret enclaves of 
the story. The novel hints at his love affair with Firoz, the aristocratic son of the 
Nawab of Baitar, and elsewhere Maan is tellingly gentle and amused when reject- 
ing the sexual advances of yet another man, the Rajkumar (prince) of Marh. But 
perhaps the most important feature of Maan’s bisexuality —for Seth and certainly 
for che narrative—is that it qualifies his almost unconscious resistance, and refusal, 
to give consent to the normative values of his world, which is tethered on the one 
hand to the bullying protocols of heterosexual masculinity and on the other to a 
linked culture of religious intolerance, brutally separating Hindus and Muslims in 
postindependence India. Trapped within this ethos, Maan opts out of che obliga- 
tions of respectable masculinity enforced by his tyrannical father by failing first to 
earn a living and second to secure a wife. Instead, breaking with the surrounding 
communal proscriptions, he devotes his energies to bridging the Hindu-Muslim 
divide through a variety of unorthodox means: embarking on a love affair with 
Saeeda Bai, a Muslim prostitute; taking a long sabbatical to learn Urdu in the vil- 
lage of his Muslim tutor Rashid; and turning, heroically, against a crowd of Hindu 
rioters to save the life of his Muslim friend Firoz. Writing in a milieu where the 
masculinist spite of Hindu nationalism is directed inward, toward a vulnerable 
Muslim minority, Seth produces a hero whose alienated bisexualism sympatheti- 
cally extends toward this persecuted minority as easily as Carpenter's once did 
toward the colonized “races.” And, as though in confirmation of his sympathies, 
Maan finds within the literary culture of Islam a sustaining corpus of same-sex 
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desire, rehearsing, for example, with Saeeda Bai the ghazals of Mir Taqi Mir, “Urdu 
poetry [which] like much Persian and Arabic poetry before it, had been addressed 
by poets to young men.”5! 

In his poetry Seth continues his negotiations with Islam, turning on more than 
one occasion to the Baburnama, the autobiography of Zahiruddin Muhammad, the 
first Mughal ruler of India, which includes an account of the emperor's distracting 
passion for a boy called Baburi.5? Ic is in poetry, too, that Sech draws upon the dis- 
course of sexual ambivalence co detail affinities between the human and nonhuman 
world.53 In Mappings (1994) male lovers are frequently figured in animal form, and 
moths, fox cubs, and spiders intercede, variously, in the troubled world of same- 
sex desire. So coo, in Seth’s libretto, Arion and the Dolphin (1994), where dolphins 
are praised as the benign deities of homosexual love, once saving Enalus and his 
lover from their “too-fluid fate.”54 As the narrative evolves, the tragic love between 
the singer/poet Arion and a dolphin takes its place within a typology of incon- 
ceivable desire(s). Seth's Beastly Tales (1991) further enumerates a catalog of unlikely 
pairings, between, for example, a crocodile and monkey, a cat and cock, an elephant 
and tragopan. Concluding with a manifesto for nonviolent, interspecies cohabita- 
tion, this anthology bemoans the incurable rapacity of modern “man”: “He sees the 
planet as his fief / Where every hair or drop or grain of sand / Is destined for his 
mouth or hand. / If he is thirsty, we must thirst—For of all creatures, man comes 
first. / If he needs room, then we must fly; /And if he hungers, we must die.”*5 Pure 
Carpenter? Close enough. 
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Interrogating Identity in Suniti Namjoshi’s Fables 


Anannya Dasgupta 


In one of her prefatory notes to the selections in Because of India, Suniti Namjoshi 
observes how a male-centered humanist universe consigns every other creature 
to the position of the “other.” She converts this reductive exclusion to a positive 
alliance and accepts identification with “birds and beasts” and in effect with the 
rest of creation. However, the category of the beast, although less confining, lacks 
specificity: “All right, I was a beast, a creature. But what sort of beast was 1?”! 

Namijoshi’s works engage extensively with problems of self-conception that 
arise when a decision to adopt a particular identity has co be carefully negoti- 
ated with a resistant and unwieldy universe. Her works respond to the exigency 
of individuation, explored through a series of situations where “otherness” and 
alienation are scrutinized and the possibility of radical regroupings examined. 
The basis of the group shifts from biology to a kinship of shared perception. 

Namijoshi’s experience of the diaspora as an Indian lesbian puts her through 
a threefold marginalization so that she develops what she calls the “Asian per- 
spective,” the “alien perspective,” and, later, the “lesbian perspective"(22). These 
outsider perspectives become the filtering consciousness she uses to reevaluate 
the norms of a patriarchal, heterosexist society. As opposed to Northrop Frye’s 
all-devouring Anagogic Man (whom Namjoshi mythologizes as Spindleshanks, 
the all-devouring cow, in The Conversations of Cow),? her central protagonist is a 
metaphoric “beast” who accepts her difference, and, unlike Spindleshanks, does 
not feel the need to devour the “other” in order to assimilate it. Namjoshi refrains 
from using the term humanity, either as normative or as an admiring epithet. 
Instead, she has a Blue Donkey, a One Eyed Monkey, and “Suniti,” among many 
other creatures who explore their eccentric beings in relation to themselves and 
to each other. 

I here examine Namjoshi’s uses of the fable especially in relation to questions 
of identity and location. I scrutinize the strategies she uses to dislocate para- 
digms of gender and race in favor of newer ones. This process is exemplified in 
Spindleshanks’s failed attempt to become substantial by stuffing her insides with 
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everything she sees outside. The attempt fails because a sense of nothingness can- 
not be assuaged by an indiscriminate absorption of extraneous givens. The alter- 
native in this text is Bhadravati, the Cow of a Thousand Wishes, who transforms 
herself and experiences her desires and fears turned inside out. The anxieties atten- 
dant on an individual's identity and location constitute a theme in most of 
Namjoshi’s works. I will connect this theme to the extratextual issue of Namjoshi’s 
location in the context of Indian writing in English. 


No One from Nowhere 


Most accounts of Indian writing in English or anthologies of critical essays on this 
writing either omit Namjoshi or mention her perfunctorily.3 

This omission is surprising given her relative popularity in India. Namjoshi 
published her first book of poems in 1967, with the Writers’ Workshop, Calcutta. 
Since then she has written and published poetry and fables, at first with minor 
women’s presses and later with bigger publishing houses. In the 1980s Penguin 
India compiled and reprinted her works; today some of them are familiar to the 
average reader in India who reads Indian writing in English. Her writings’ popu- 
larity is evidenced by their presence in the subaltern underbelly of the book busi- 
ness in Delhi, the Sunday book bazaar, a secondhand and remaindered book market 
that flourishes on the pavements of Daryaganj in Old Delhi on Sundays. This mar- 
ket operates on the straightforward logic of demand and supply. Pirated copies of 
any book with more than a moderate demand are available here. Namjoshi's Blue 
Donkey Fables may be sighted among piles of Linda Goodman, Arundhati Roy, and 
now the books of the Harry Potter series. The only consolation for the authors 
robbed of royalties may be that their presence here is a backhanded compliment— 
evidence of popularity. 

Unexpected, often unacknowledged, allusions to Namjoshi’s fables crop up in 
discussions and representations of feminist issues. For instance, dancer Mallika 
Sarabhai, in her solo production “Sita’s Daughters,” dramatized parts of Feminist 
Fables. She combined classical dance with storytelling to represent snippets from 
the women’s movement in India. These proofs of i popelacisy: make it harder to 
fathom the reasons for critics’ neglect of Namjoshi. 

I suggest that one reason may be the sheer difficulty of classifying and contextual- 
izing her works. As a poet and fabulist with a lesbian-feminist agenda, she does not 
seem to stem from the kind of literary ancestry or milieu that can easily be identified 
as shared by writers otherwise as stylistically distinct as R. K. Narayan, Shashi 
Deshpande, Anita Desai, and Amitav Ghosh. Namjoshi also weaves poetry into the 
structure and logic of the fable, which can be disconcerting even to those who have 
known the literary effrontery of Kamala Das's verse. In her fictions Namjoshi employs 
a combination of an ancient gnomic form and a fantastic mode, with uniquely genre- 
defying results. Alchough her immediate literary context challenges the reader's 
imagination, her literary ancestry is easily traceable to Indian, West Asian, and 
European folklore, myth, fabulous stories, and fairy tales. Her narrative also reflects 
some of the oral traditions of storytelling. Thus, in terms of technique she stands 
quite apart from Indian novelists like Bharati Mukherjee, Rohinton Mistry, and 
Vikram Seth, whose styles are reminiscent of the nineteenth-century realist novel. 
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Unlike Salman Rushdie, whose near-pyrotechnic style has inspired much styl- 
istic virtuosity in writers since Midnight's Children, Namjoshi’s style, alchough inge- 
nious, did not dazzle the literary scene and has not collected a band of imitators. 
Namijoshi seems to occupy a solitary space, neither following from nor followed by 
recently canonized literary traditions. 


A “Lesbian” from “India” 

Both Indian and Western readers seem ambiguous about accepting Namjoshi's 
works as authentically Indian, partly due to her lesbian perspective, and partly 
owing to the absence of a tangible India in her works. Ironically though, it is pre- 
cisely this politics of two identities, chose of an “Indian” and a “lesbian,” that con- 
stitutes the most important semantic cluster in her work. She repeatedly returns 
to the liberating as well as limiting effects of the uneasy conflation of these two 
identities. An encounter with racism in her initial visits to the United States and 
Canada lent keenness to her identity as an Indian, a racial other. At the same time 
her politicization in che 1970s among white American feminists provided her wich 
a liberating gender discourse, but only fractionally accounted for her differing sex- 
ualicy and did not accommodate her skin color at all. Repeatedly the question arises, 
as it does in Because of India: “[A]s a creature, a lesbian creature, how do I deal with 
all other creatures who have their own identity?” (84). 

Instead of retreating into a distinctly Asian subculeure that only duplicates the 
pattern of “othering,” an option exercised by many subsequent South Asian dias- 
poric writers, Namjoshi interrogates her own ideology and identity and articulates 
a desire to understand her location vis-a-vis “other creatures”: “‘I am a perfectly 
good donkey,’ she said at last. “What exactly is the matter with you?’ “Your Blueness 
troubles us,’ wailed the citizens.’"> Namjoshi does not react with an anxious rein- 
forcement of her difference or an equally anxious attempt to blend with the sur- 
roundings. She ironizes the convenience of these options for diasporic writers in 
“Poem for Grey Day": “And yet, the artificial bird in its natural rage / could ignite, 
if it chose, a candid page, / and stand there an exotic alien burning bright” 
(BDFMM, 68). 

Having charted Namijoshi’s relation to the West and its response to her, one finds 
that the dynamics of her relationship with India is far more complex. One can iden- 
tify a Hindu-Brahman “Indianness” in the landscape of her work. Although she 
says that for her it is “as familiar as unconscious” (BOI, 28), it comes with a self- 
teflexive pinch of discomfort. This discomfort arises from her awareness that in 
India her Indianness is secure and even privileged because of her high caste, but it 
has required her to “BE DISCRETE” (BOI, 28)—a euphemism for dishonesty about 
her sexuality. A different level of unease stems from her use of the English language: 
“{H]ow to write about India in English? After all my Indian experience was as 
everyday and as familiar to me as anything could be; but in English, things Indian 
became exotic.” (BOI, 42). 

Namijoshi figures her Indianness and her lesbianism in ways that do not seem 
mutually exclusive co readers in India nor spectacular and exotic to readers in the 
‘West. To focus on the ordinariness of a creature who happens to be different, she 
uses the fable, a genre at once realistic and fantastic, exploratory and didactic. 
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Historically, the fable, because of its instructive value, came in handy to propagate 
dominant ideologies, whether to reinforce class and gender inequality or legitimize 
certain behaviors, sexual or otherwise. The much-celebrated resurrection of the 
genre in England during the Enlightenment coincided with its popularity in 
instruction books in schools. Some of the respectability attained by the genre was 
reflected onto its originator. Literary historians “rescued Aesop from his earlier 
depictions of the halting, misshapen churl and recast [him] as a genial peasant, 
advisor to the mighty and Western father of wisdom literature.”6 

In Blue Donkey Fables as well as Feminist Fables a lesbian feminist consciousness 
intersects with a genre traditionally pressed into the service of the dominant patri- 
archal culture. In Namjoshi’s hands the fable regains some of its vitality, for it is 
made to perform the function of understanding human behavior rather than pre- 
scribing it. 


Idiosyncratic “Truths” and Intertwined “Patterns” 


The two defining features of the fable are a mandatory moral at the end of the story 
and nonhuman protagonists enacting the plot that illustrates that moral. Mary 
Ellen Snodgrass finds the defining characteristic of the fable in its “implicit or pic- 
torial representation of truth.”7 " 

The fable is closely linked to the proverb, another repository of truth that claims 
universal application. Ic is essential for these genres to deal with types, not indi- 
viduals. Namjoshi makes it clear at the outset that her ideology and perspectives 
are shaped by her specific situation—that of an Indian lesbian in an alien culture. 
Namijoshi systematically examines how the traditional fable, being a product of 
patriarchy, is written from a position shaped by an implicit ideology and is chere- 
fore neither entirely universal nor entirely true. She thus sets herself up against the 
“cruths” of a given order. However, instead of appearing to invent a contesting 
“cruth” (for an appearance of invention would weaken its claim against the “truth” 
that claims established universality) she adopts a stance of discovering it. She also 
creates interesting new creatures to go with the traditional beasts that people the 
fables of Aesop, Jean La Fontaine, and the Panchatantra. 

Unlike traditional fables, which apply generalizations to individuals, Namjoshi's 
fables address idiosyncratic individuals and reveal the general appeal of idiosyn- 
crasies. In her handling, “truth”—and by extension the semantic enterprise of keep- 
ing words and things connected—is discovered as provisional, highly variable, and 
open to a multitude of interpretations. Thus her fables offer a kind of crutch vali- 
dated by the fabulist’s conscious feminism. If truth seems temporary, this reflects 
not so much the nature of truth itself but the nature of the subject proclaiming it. 

The etymology of the word fable suggests that it should have had little to do 
with truth at all. The Latin root word fabula means a made-up story; this links the 
fable to the idea of falsehood. Namjoshi's tongue-in-cheek retelling of some canon- 
ical fables may suggest how they were faithful to their original sense, after all. 

In 1981 Suniti Namjoshi published Feminist Fables, her first set of fables. In 
Because of India she attributes the writing of Feminist Fables to her politicization 
through her introduction to feminist theory and issues: “For me they were a way 
of exploring Feminist ideas and their implications for the patterns I had inherited 
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through the mainstream literary tradition” (79). The “pattern” is a recurrent leit- 
motiv in Namijoshi’s comments on her art. She uses the word pattern to suggest a 
visual representation of the organizing principle of logic in any work of art. When 
acknowledging her debt to Lewis Carroll, she posits chat mathematics “makes beau- 
tiful patterns within self-contained systems.” In her reading, Carroll’s great facil- 
ity with the fantastic stems from his ability to “combine patterns of logic which 
are sometimes only patterns of convention” (BOI, 104). 

For Namjoshi an obvious advantage of using the fable is that with each fable she 
can move between different worlds, where each world is a self-contained system 
with a specific logic and pattern of assumptions. For instance, in a patriarchal het- 
erosexist world the pattern of logic is such that oppression is disguised in a rhetoric 
of privilege, as the feminist daughter unsuccessfully tries to explain to her mother 
in “The Mother's Daughter. "8 In this fable, daughter and mother inhabit different 
worlds so the pattern of each is nonsensical for the other. Namjoshi consistently 
employs this technique of juxtaposing mismatched worlds in order to interrogate 
the values of each system without allowing it the comfort of its familiar rhetoric. 


The Lesbian in the World 


Most “self-contained systems” are sustained by a myth validating the principles 
that hold the system together. Thus the creation stories and originary myths of 
patriarchal heterosexist systems imagine the earth to have been the outcome of a 
cosmic heterosexual act, Namjoshi’s fables are similarly involved in myth-making 
for a self-contained lesbian system. Two fables attempt to account for the world’s 
beginning. One ironically corroborates the heterosexist myth while the other chron- 
icles the parthenogenetic origin of the earth. The first, “Exegesis,” briefly describes 
creation, and then debates the gender of the sun. The violent, impregnating qual- 
ities attributed to the sun discount the possibility of its being the earth's sister; the 
fissures on the earth’s body are read as evidence of the sun’s violent masculinity: 
“The sun must be male. The earth must be woman. These are principles. Look at 
the gashed and fissured earth. Look at the harsh light giving sun” (FF, 57). 
However, the moral of the fable lies not so much in the obvious imagery of rape 
and violence associated with masculinity but in the playful substitution of the word 
woman for female. The word woman carries all the associations of social construction, 
unlike the biological connotations of the word female. The punch line reinforces the 
premise that in order to be human it is important to be male: “there are no human 
women” (57). 

The second creation story, “The Saurian Chronicles” (FF, 112), uses the logic of 
simple inversion when a wise old female lizard recounts “the world’s beginnings.” 
The beginning is paradisal—only the First Mothers roamed the earth. However, 
the story of the beginning is also the story of fall and punishment brought about 
by a female request for a male companion. The young male lizard listening to the 
story feels the weight of his ancestor's fault but is unable to question the validity 
of “ancient wisdom.” 

Another theme in the fables is the attempt to define a lesbian in relation to her 
world. “Troglodyte” tells the story of an ancient female cave dweller who loved 
another cave woman and drew sketches of her. However, the evidence is lost in time, 
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and the absence of documentation is taken as proof of her nonexistence. She is not 
allowed to exist even as a hypothesis or a myth. The moral of the fable points to 
the societal denial of lesbian existence. 

“The Badge-Wearing Dyke and Her Two Maiden Aunts” distinguishes between 
sexual behavior and the identity that may or may not follow from it. Behavior is 
about homosexuality as sexual orientation, while identity is about making that ori- 
entation a political position as well. The dyke in the story is a young mouse who 
wears gay liberation badges and visits her two spinster aunts who have loved one 
another and lived together for twenty-five years in the labyrinths of the city of mice. 
They decline their niece's offer of badges. The moral perhaps is that if women love 
women, they will continue to do so even if the formal recognition of their love as 
valid is slow in coming. 

However, not all the fables end on such a happy note. In “The Example,” a les- 
bian wren is victimized because of her sexuality in spite of the fact that, unlike the 
badge-wearing dyke mouse, she does not proclaim it. Her protest that it is a pri- 
vate matter is countered by the homophobic sparrows who appropriate the femi- 
nist slogan “the personal is political.” In another fable, “A Moral Tale,” che lesbian 
becomes completely “private” and withdraws from the “public” realm altogether. 
In this retelling of “The Beauty and the Beast,” the lesbian chooses to identify with 
the beast, who “was a woman. That's why its love for Beauty was so monstrous. . . 
‘I know what it is,’ she said one day, ‘... 1 am not human.’ The only story that fits 
me at all is about the Beast. The Beast doesn’t change from a Beast to a human 
because of its love. It is just the reverse . . . it lives alone and dies alone, And that’s 
what she did” (FF, 23). 


Rewriting Romance Paradigms 


The presence of witches, ladies, dragons, quests, and occasional knights in 
Namijoshi’s fables alerts us co her use of the structures and rhetoric of the quest nar- 
rative of medieval romance. This is a strategic appropriation because the rituals of 
heterosexual courtship and love today still hark back to those courtly romances. 
Namjoshi parodies these rituals and subverts them by changing the traditional 
alliances. The lady and the dragon are both oppressed by man in “The Dragon 
Slayers,” and they change this power equation in “Perseus and Andromeda,” where 
Namjoshi writes, “And as usual the prince, the princess and the dragon: the func- 
tion of the Prince is to fight the dragon, the function of the princess is to serve as 
bait, and che function of the dragon is to take the blame. But suppose the princess 
has ambitions of her own” (FF, 50). The princess has the prince tied to the stake 
and goes off with the dragon. 

The rituals of courtship are further transformed as all the moves and responses 
are examined and some of their assumptions replaced. A highly reshuffled subtext 
of the Spenserian quest romance and narrative of unrequited courtly love can be 
identified in Namjoshi’s fables. For Edmund Spenser, as well as several other 
Renaissance poets, unrequited love occasions poetry used to woo the beloved: 
“Leaves, lines, and rymes, seek to please her alone.” The lover's art is posited as 
incapable of competing with the beloved, who is seen as a superior work of art by 
nature herself. The high point of courtship is of course consummation, beyond 
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which both works of art, beloved and poem, are subsumed in domesticity. What 
remains of the beloved is the exaggerated image of her beauty, kept alive in verse: 
“but you shall live by fame: / my verse your vertues rare shall eternize.”!0 

Namjoshi deals with the relationship of love and art in “The Disincerested Lover” 
(FF, 108) where Narcissus, looking for the beautiful woman's image in the water, 
gazes at his own reflection, which he mistakes for hers. The woman senses his ardor 
and offers herself to him, but he rejects her in favor of the image he thinks is hers 
but is actually his own. Jeanette Winterson, following Sigmund Freud, notes that 
the ha of Narcissus “warn{s} us of the dangers of recognizing no reality but our 
own.” 

Namjoshi adds a twist to this reading because she sees Narcissus as the artist/lover 
who loves representations and images, whether his own or somebody else’s. Thus, in 
a very Paterean/Wildean sense,!? art comes to symbolize the pulsating moments of 
unique experience not subject to the diminishing pleasure that would follow con- 
summation. Namjoshi’s Narcissus does not confuse the real with the representation. 
The representation becomes its own objective. This is the kind of art that Winterson 
describes as art that “can only be itself, it can never substitute for anything else. Nor 
can anything else substitute for it.”!3 Thus, the definition, the need for, and the prac- 
tice of art and poetry undergo a change when placed outside dominant ideas of hetero- 
sexual sex and love. 

While avoiding a crudely reductive reading of art as directly reflective of sexu- 
ality,!4 one can still look at the ways in which homoeroticism may transform the 
idea of art. In Namjoshi’s poem “The Lion Skin” (BDFMM, 35), unrequited love, 
following mainstream conventions, occasions poetry: “And yet there is poetry of 
penury / that far outdoes che paeans of plenitude.” The poem, which the poet calls 
the “dream,” is informed by a very physical craving for the beloved’s body, yet it is 
“made of such stuff / that to dream is best and the dream enough.” Unlike Spenser's 
Amoretti, where the sonnets are ostensibly for the beloved’s perusal, Namjoshi’s lover 
keeps the dream to herself: “I shall be content, for the dream that absorbs / me can 
have no other end.” What she parts with instead is the lion’s skin, chopped up like 
leather balls, resembling “the lopped / heads of poets crammed with passion and 
despair”; this provides “mirth and holiday” to the beloved. In Blue Donkey Fables 
lions and tigers are recurrent representatives of conventions legitimized by the dom- 
inant order, as in the poem “Among Tigers” (70) or in the fables “Serious Danger” 
(83) and “The Disciple” (28). Thus, the lion’s skin that the poet/lover dons is 
metaphoric of received conventions. This explains the resemblance of its chopped 
pieces to the stuffed heads of Petrarchan sonneteers. The lover sheds the conven- 
tions and retains che core of her dream and art, in a manner reminiscent of Narcissus, 
content with the beloved’s supposed image. 


The Fabulous Use of The Fantastic 


The mythical, metaphorical, and real beasts in Namjoshi’s works serve as allegories 
of human foibles. In Blue Donkey Fables animals function to allow an easier inter- 
section of human identities based on gender, species, culeural location, and sexual 
orientation. Namjoshi’s beasts constitute yet another “self-contained system” into 
which she finds a rare entry point: “I had done / nothing to find myself there... / 
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any moment now the fabric would tear; / someone would say I have no business 
there” (BDFMM, 80). She satirizes rade human intrusion, colonization, and patron- 
izing of the beasts’ world in “The Playboy” (62), “Mute Swan” (15), and “The 
Purposeless Pandas” (90-91), respectively. 

Following their original othering by the humanist universe, the beasts in Blue 
Donkey Fables and Feminist Fables inhabit what Christopher Nash has classified as 
“other worlds” stories.!5 Their realm also bears a strong resemblance to J. R. R. 
Tolkien's “faerie realm”!6 although he excludes the beast fable from his classifica- 
tion. In their function Namjoshi’s fables are close to Tolkien’s fairy stories, which 
Tolkien describes in “Tree and Leaf,” writing, “The magic of the faerie is not an 
end in itself, its virtue is in its operations: among these are certain primordial 
human desires. One of these desires is to survey the depths of space and time. 
Another is ... to hold communion with other living beings.”!7 

For C. S. Lewis the function of these “other worlds” stories lies in their ability 
to produce in the reader “profoundly wholesome new sensation, not merely the 
adventurer’s ‘excitement’ ... but che experience of otherness for its own sake.”'8 The 
value of this otherness lies in its broadening of our conception of experience. 
Besides, otherness is not, as Nash reminds us, exterior to us but is latent in us, and 
is materialized in us by fictions evocative of it.!9 Thus, the blueness of the Blue 
Donkey serves to emphasize her otherness (metaphoric of race or sexual prefer- 
ence),20 which triggers in her both a desire for individuation and an anxiety of sep- 
aration. It sets her off as a faery beast with whose difference readers must cope to 
the best of their ability. In “A Tale of Triumph” the Blue Donkey dreams of a con- 
tentious critic who attempts to prove to her that she is nonexistent: “Don't you 
see? You are a product of the imagination. You are a fabulous beast” (BDFMM, 
41). The Blue Donkey is simultaneously a fable and a fabulous fabulist. Her blue- 
ness propels her through many roles, quests, and travels, and she forms and re- 
forms her identity as an individual who is in “communion with other living 
beings.” 

Namijoshi’s concern with the individual’s identity in relation to itself and the com- 
munity is probed further in The Conversations of Cow (1985) and The Mothers of Maya 
Diip (1985). Conversations addresses the issue of attributed identity by literalizing the 
possibility of transformation. Bhadravati, a lesbian Brahmini cow, a sensuous god- 
dess, plays on the Hindu concept of the Kamadbenu ot wish-fulfilling divine cow. 
Ruth Vanita has demonstrated how the “lesbian cow” combines Eastern and Western 
tepresentations and mythologies.2! 

‘The Sanskrit root Kama connotes both “desire/wish” and “sexual passion,” a dou- 
ble meaning evoked in Bhadravati. Conversations is a work about possibilities, in a 
tractable conversational genre. The fantastic mode allows the narrative to operate 
outside the fixities of realistic etiologies. Bhadravati’s many transformations under- 
mine the solid boundaries of self and other. The central dilemma of the text is gen- 
erated by this option of freewheeling identities. Suniti has the choice to change, 
but she doesn’t know what she would like to be. She tries being a class B hetero- 
sexual companion (wife) to Baddy (Bhadravati’s white male persona), and finds it 
the easiest way to be ordinary and acceptable, but at a price she is unwilling to pay. 
Suniti’s alienation and self-absorption is made literal in her chaotic split self, $2. 
She finally realizes that alienation from one’s self gets projected onto various “oth- 
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ers,” thus making them seem alien. The text's playfulness is disturbed by a strain 
of alienation, nothingness, and terror. In a nightmare shared with S2, Suniti sees 
the world stripped to nothingness and witnesses her own dismantling till she is 
reduced to nothing. It is only when Suniti learns to come to terms with her anxi- 
eties that $2 merges back into her, the cow reappears, and things return to a trans- 
figured “normal.” 


Individual and Community 


The idea of the “normal” is a central concern in The Mothers of Maya Diip. A take- 
off on Gulliver's Travels, it combines utopia and science fiction, fable and travelogue, 
and weaves poetry and myth to critique the idea of a separatist female community, 
Such communities are formed to realize social relations free of oppression. Maya 
Diip is a lesbian utopia, with “[nJo individual isolated and each woman bound to 
the others by ties of kinship, accepted loyalties and professional affiliation” 
(BDFMM,128). Motherhood is made a privilege, to be gained after much training 
and bureaucratic procedure. However, Maya Diip curns out to be an inverted patri- 
archy. The apparently radical norms are merely inversions of patriarchal rituals. The 
Therapists’ Guild replaces the police in its role of suppressing excesses and behav- 
ioral oddity such as “[mJaladjusted mothers, unsisterly sisters, rivalries and jeal- 
ousies of diverse sorts, non-conformity with Mayan customs, and of course the 
problem of the lovers” (128). Even violence and aggression, which Mayans believe 
to have been weeded out of their society by the systematic elimination of males, 
survives as a well-hidden secret in the form of atomic weapons stockpiled on the 
island, Although the crisis of succession is resolved within the text, Ashagarh, the 
all-male utopia headed by a woman, with its new-found knowledge of rape and 
war, becomes a time bomb for the Mayans. What begins as a lesbian feminist utopia 
soon takes the shape of a dystopian nightmare. 

Both utopia and dystopia are conceptually related to the real through allegori- 
cal associations and represent possibilities to be accepted or avoided. However, in 
rejecting the idea of a separatist community, Namjoshi moves toward the “non- 
conceptual,” a movement described by Rosemary Jackson as the opening up of “a 
space without/outside the cultural order.”22 

Namijoshi’s use of che beast fable also incorporates elements of the “marvellous.” 
The topography of her fables encompasses recognizable geography only to a lim- 
ited extent; for the rest, it transports the reader to an alternative world, what Tolkien 
calls a “secondary world.”23 Jackson describes it as “a duplicated cosmos .. . rela- 
tively autonomous, relating to the ‘real’ only through metaphorical reflection, and 
never or rarely intruding into it.”24 We glimpse it in Namjoshi’s poem “It’s Not 
That the Landscape ... ,” in which she writes, “Oh neither you nor I could enter 
there. / We'd tread on the grass, we'd switch on the sun / and baffle the landscape 
with our mere / humanity” (BDFMM, 64). 

It is interesting to consider the political implications of Namjoshi’s choice of a 
genre and a mode critiqued for transcendental escapism by Karl Marx when Marx 
urges the importance of situating art firmly within the historical and cultural frame- 
work, as realist texts do. Jackson and others have counterargued that the fantastic 
is a literature of protest or of desire for that which is lost or absent. The fantastic 
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(or the fabulous, in Namjoshi’s case) “traces the unsaid and the unseen of culture: 
that which has been silenced, made invisible, covered over and made absent,”25 like 
the Troglodyte’s cave drawings of her beloved. 

By retelling traditional tales, Namjoshi traces the homoerotic in the cultural 
unconscious of a consciously heterosexist world and the East in a consciously West- 
centric world, Her realm of real and imagined beasts allows more options for deal- 
ing with difference than the ones provided by separatist politics, Although her 
works are part of a lesbian counterculture, they never resort to cultural separatism. 
In this her position is akin to that taken by Winterson when she protests against 
the foregrounding of the writer's sexuality above all questions of literary worth: 
“We learn early how to live in our two worlds. Our own and that of the dominant 
model, why not learn to live in multiple worlds? The strange prismatic worlds that 
art offers?”26 Namijoshi finds ways to blend her Indian and lesbian identities and 
heritages in the fables, which become “prismatic worlds” where the individual is 
allowed its uniqueness in a community that does not demand homogenization. 
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“Queernesses All Mine” 
Same-Sex Desire in Kamala Das's Fiction and Poetry 


Rosemary Marangoly George 


lama freak. It's only 
To save my face, | flaunt, at 
Times, a grand, flamboyant lust. 
—Kamala Das, “The Freaks” 


{am Indian, very brown, born in 
Malabar, | speak three languages, write in 
‘Two, dream in one. Don't write in English, they said, 
English is not your mother-tongue. Why not leave 
Mealone, critics, friends, visiting cousins, 
Every one of you! Why not let me speak in 
Anny language | like? The language | speak 
Becomes mine, its distortions, its queernesses 
A\l mine, mine alone. 

—Kamala Das, “An Introduction” 


Kamala Das requires no introduction to most readers of this anthology. Her rep- 
utacion as a formidable literary presence in two languages (English and 
Malayalam) is now well established. Born in 1934 into an aristocratic Nair 
(Hindu) family in Kerala, Das is the author of many autobiographical works and 
novels in both languages, and of several highly regarded collections of poetry in 
English.! Her work has been widely anthologized in the Indian subcontinent 
and globally. Das’s use of details from her own life to serve as examples of the 
oppression, sexual and otherwise, that women suffer under patriarchy has caught 
the attention of academic and lay readers alike. The centrality of sexuality in 
Kamala Das’s writing is so commonly accepted that even brief mentions of her 
work include some comment on her representation of male-female relationships. 

Yet, while sexualicy and Kamala Das are almost manacled to each other in the 
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literary criticism that her work has engendered, there is no discussion of Das’s treat- 
ment of same-sex desire in this scholarly discourse. In this essay, I will demonstrate 
that che recent publication of “The Sandal Trees,” the English translation of Kamala 
Das'’s short novella written in Malayalam and first published as “Chandana Marangal” 
(1988), calls for a radical rethinking of the hecerosexist terms in which critical argu- 
ments about sexuality in this author's work have been made.? This is not because this 
lovingly narrated story of a forty-year romantic attachment between two women 
introduces a new topic into Das's work. Rather, “The Sandal Trees” simply brings to 
the fore a same-sex dynamic that has always been woven into Das’s writing. In an 
attempt to contribute to, if not initiate, a new critical discussion—one that acknowl- 
edges the presence of same-sex desire as a recurring presence in Das’s work—this 
paper examines this aspect of sexuality in some of the fiction and poetry written by 
Das from the 1960s onward and concludes with a reading of “The Sandal Trees.” 

In a recent article that examines this silence on same-sex relationships in criti- 
cal responses to Das’s 1976 autobiography, My Story, I have argued that Das’s fem- 
inist readers have straightened out all the nonheteronormative protests and pleasures 
in this text in the process of making Das metonymic of a larger feminist project.3 
For instance, when Iqbal Kaur, author and editor of several feminist studies on Das, 
lists the important themes in this writer's work, the items correspond almost exactly 
to another list that Kaur draws up—a list of important foci of 1970s feminism in 
India. 

Mainstream, urban Indian feminism, like much mainstream middle-class fem- 
inism around the world from the 1960s to the 1980s, saw no connection between 
striving for feminist goals and efforts to legitimate same-sex relationships. From 
the 1970s to the present, English-language literary feminism in India has had a 
highly developed sense of patriarchal oppression but felt (and feels) little compul- 
sion to work through the links berween heterosexism and the oppressive weight of 
patriarchal systems. As many of the essays in this collection and the other projects 
of scholars included in this collection testify, articulations of and experiences of 
same-sex desire have always been in circulation in these discursive and material 
locations. 

Literary feminism that produces and champions Indian women’s writing in 
English operates within and against the parameters of a heterosexist middle-class 
notion of women’s worth. Das emerges from this criticism as the quintessential vic- 
tim whose feminist credentials are earned through her protest against male oppres- 
sion in a patriarchal society. But while Das has repeatedly narrativized her gendered 
oppression, she has never consistently embodied this image of herself as an oppressed 
woman. Thus, Das’s insistence on charting same-sex desire in her work is read as 
one facet of her occasional adoption of “unfeminist,” contradictory stances in her 
self-presentation and in her writing. Part of Das's iconoclastic nonconformity is her 
refusal to consistently abide by the persona that her written work and interviews 
have constructed —the persona of the once sexually innocent child bride, chen the 
sensuous woman artist married to a much older, unimaginative, and often cruel 
older man who was the embodiment of patriarchal oppression. Most recently, her 
widely publicized December 1999 announcement that she is going to convert to 
Islam, change her name to Suriya, and take to parda, has led to widespread specu- 
lation about her motives. 
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Indian literary feminists, especially when faced with aspects of Das’s writing in 
which the antipatriarchal protest is blurred, have been exasperated by her “unreli- 
ability.”> From the 1970s to the present, feminist critics writing on Das have cel- 
ebrated and seconded her critique of the institution of marriage, of marital rape, 
and of the wifely obligations to fidelity even in an unhappy marriage, but not her 
critique of heterosexuality itself. Almost all critics (feminist and otherwise) writ- 
ing on Das agree that the search for meaningful answers to life’s mysteries routed 
through a search for sexual satisfaction is the all-consuming passion in her work. 

Targue that Das has always considered homosexuality a very viable option avail- 
able ro those women and men who are in search of sexual fulfillment. Same-sex 
desire in fiction such as “The Sandal Trees” (1988, trans. 1995) and “Iqbal” (1974), 
and even in the much-anthologized poems “An Introduction” (1965) and 
“Composition” (1967), serves as one of the means by which Das moves beyond the 
bourgeois feminism practiced in her time and place. Not surprisingly, however, Das 
does not quite conform to a lesbian/gay politics or aesthetic. In her interviews and 
essays she has often spoken disparagingly of homosexuality but has also repeatedly 
spoken in favor of pursuing avenues for love and happiness that lie outside social 
sanction. In a 1993 interview with P. P. Raveendran, she notes, “I do not think I 
am aban I tried to find out if I were a lesbian, if I could respond to a woman. I 
failed.” 

Despite the autobiographical overtones of all her writings, and the usual classi- 
fication of her style as “confessional” literature, I am not claiming that Kamala Das 
is a closeted lesbian waiting to be “outed” or resisting outing. She is not represen- 
tative of the international phenomenon to which Dennis Altman and others have 
drawn our attention: namely, the internationalization of a certain form of social and 
cultural identity based on sexual orientation (homosexuality in particular) that is 
one of the signs of rapid globalization of culture.” Nor is she at the forefront, or 
even on the sidelines, of increasingly vocal gay and lesbian rights movements on 
the subcontinent.8 Same-sex desire in Das’s work does not usually operate along a 
hetero/homo divide; rather same-sex and opposite-sex relationships are interrwined 
in che sexual/spiricual journeys that form the core of so many of Das'’s narratives. 

Das consistently encodes the homoerotic into her work and then just as consis- 
tently devalues its purchase. Homoerotic situations are depicted only to be repeat- 
edly put aside, in My Story as well as in her fiction. Why does Das repeatedly go 
through the pleasures of such disciplining? And how long can this strategy —which 
some may see ultimately as homophobic—be maintained? In beautifully layered 
texts such as “The Sandal Trees” and a poem called “The Doubt,” this backtrack- 
ing and crisscrossing into same-sex relationships and back to heterosexuality with 
the possibility of return left open is greatly intensified. Along the route, however, 
Das presents in same-sex desire a pleasurable alternative to socially sanctioned het- 
erosexuality. 


it} 
I begin this reading of same-sex desire in Das’s work by examining the telling recep- 


tion of her story “Iqbal” by Indian critics who have interpreted this story in ways that 
reveal their failure to perceive connections between feminist resistance to patriarchal 
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oppression and homosexual subversion of the institution of heterosexual marriage.? 
First published in 1974 in Debonair (a popular magazine for men), “Iqbal” concerns a 
love triangle between a husband, his wife, and his male lover. The story is told from 
the woman's point of view as she narrates her discovery of the real nature of her hus- 
band's relationship with this young man—a relationship that began before their 
wedding and has continued since, When Iqbal, the young lover, is hospitalized after 
an unsuccessful suicide attempt, the wife visits him in the hospital and apparently 
restores social order by flaunting her obvious pregnancy before him. Most critics have 
noted the homo-/heterosexual triangle that the story explores and have remarked chat 
the “wife wins” because she is able to have her husband's child. The story does indeed 
end with the wife triumphantly revealing the “convexity of her middle” to Iqbal and 
taunting him with her ability co bear his lover's/her husband's child. 

Even before Iqbal’s suicide attempt we sense the grief that racks both men. The 
story contains several poignant and understated passages about the torment that this 
illicit relationship causes the two men; for example, when the wife discovers that she 
is pregnant: “We shall name him Iqbal, she said, we shall please your friend that way. 
Her husband buried his head in her lap and for a minute she felt that he was sobbing” 
(59). There is no further clarification of whether or not the husband was reduced to 
sobs, but his sorrow is delicately hinted at throughout the narrative. Yet, most crit- 
ics who comment on this story classify it as a rare example of Das's comic writing. K. 
Radha writes, “The humour of the conclusion is indeed delicious,”!9 while Devindra 
Kohli notes, “‘Iqbel’ is refreshingly humorous in a writer who is habitually tense.”!! 
G. S. Balarama Gupta sees homosexuality as one of the “social problems” that Das 
deals with; he writes, “If ‘Iqbal’ has homosexuality for its theme, ‘Sanatan 
Choudhari's Wife’ tackles the problem of a wife's infidelity, and ‘Leukemia’ that of an 
aristocratic mother who has no time to take care of her ailing child.”!2 In “Feminist 
‘Trends in the Short Stories of Kamala Das,” Lalitha Ramamurthi argues that the final 
confrontation beeween the wife and che husband's lover ends in a “ferninist” victory,!3 
noting, “The encounter between the woman and the man in her life is a bold presen- 
tation. We do not have the traditional wife fussing over the situation nor even a prac- 
tical wife trying to reason out but a feminist fully in control of the situation. ... She 
does have che last laugh in che corridor!”!4 In the very next paragraph, Ramamurthi 
explains that of the many definitions of feminism, the one that is “most relevant in 
the Indian context is the one relating to the ‘freedom from dependence syn- 
drome.'"!5 The heroine of “Iqbal,” according to Ramamurthi, is, like other Das hero- 
ines, one of the many “average Indian women,” “not rebellious or radical by nacure”; 
yet “[wJhen they are face to face with indignities or against the wall we see 
the feminist in them responding to the situation.”!© Like Ramamurthi, Kohli also 
commends Das for the direction that the story is seen as taking: “Kamala Das, whose 
work is imbued with assured femininity, instead of exploring this homosexual attach- 
ment, focuses with a lightness of touch on the woman's pregnancy as a token of her 
individualism.”!7 That Das is commended for the wisdom of choosing to follow up 
on “femininity” rather than homosexuality clearly reveals the focus of these feminist 
projects. !8 

Perhaps most illustrative of this lack of a theory of heteropatriarchy is the plot 
summary and analysis of “Iqbal” proffered by A. N. Dwivedi, who writes, in a 1995 
essay, “As the story opens, Iqbal is confined toa hospital for consuming poison. Iqbal’s 
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room-mate of his YMCA days and his young beautiful wife are there to take care of 
him in the hospital. Iqbal’s verses have convinced the young woman thar he is deeply 
in love with a girl, but she does not know who this girl is. Her husband is always eva- 
sive on this point. Once or twice Iqbal comes to the young couple, on invitation of 
course to take his Sunday lunches, but later he stops visiting them on one or the other 
pretext. In reality, Iqbal is a lover of this pretty, vivacious woman, and she too guesses it cor- 
rectly. She says to Iqbal thus: ‘You are jealous of me.’”'9 Dwivedi completely misses or 
ignores the blatant homosexual content of this three-page short story. This stems, I 
believe, from the inability to see any sex but heterosex. But it also rests on the firm 
conviction that, in this story, as elsewhere in Das’s writing, the husband's evasiveness 
and anger at being questioned about the object of Iqbal’s love is symptomatic of his 
necessarily proprietary attitude toward his attractive young wife. 

Homosexuality in Das's writing is always caught in the snare of heteropatriarchal 
relationships—it is not outside, foreign, Western, or alien, but borne alongside 
opposite-sex relations. In Das's work, constant sexual (re)orientations do not provide 
identities as much as they provide roles that intersect each other—often in philo- 
sophically profound ways and, at other times, in a trite fashion. A passage from an 
often anthologized poem, “Composition,” demonstrates how closely Das weaves 
hetero- and homosexuality: 


+++ When I got married 

my husband said, 

you may have freedom, 

as much as you want 

My soul balked at this diet of ash. 
Freedom became my dancing shoe, 
how well | danced, 

and danced without rest, 

until the shoes turned grimy on my feet 
and | began to have doubts. 
tasked my husband, 

am | hetero 

am | lesbian 

or am | just plain frigid! 

He only laughed. 

For such questions 

probably there are no answers 

or else 

the answers must emerge 

from within. 

| have lost my best friend 

to a middle-aged queer, 

The lesbians hiss their love at me. 
Love 

I no longer need, 

with tenderness | am most content.20 
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The irony is that her “freedom” is gifted to the speaker by her husband. Since this 
freedom is not self-generated it cannot generate much self-discovery—a disability 
that the poem mirrors in its use of short, staccato lines that leap from query to com- 
plaint. The speaker cannot pose the terms that will liberare her of her many ques- 
tions, nor can she formulate answers. Here, as elsewhere in her work, meaningful 
answers co her “doubts” are tied up in discussions of love, tenderness, and lust. 
However, the protagonist, though enveloped in a heterosexual marriage, is at a 
crossroads where tenderness, love, betrayal, solitude, and solidarity can come pack- 
aged in both hetero and homosexual desires. 

Das's doubts in “Composition” are elaborated in another poem evocatively entitled 
“The Doubt.” In this poem, reproduced in its entirety below, Das ruminates at length 
about the very gendering of individuals into the categories of male and female: 


The Doubt 
When a man is dead, or a woman, 
We call the corpse not he 
Or she but it. Does it 
Not mean that we believe 
‘That only the souls have sex and that 
Sex is invisible? 
Then the question is, who 
Is the man, who the girl, 
All sex-accessories being no 
Indication. Is she 
A male who with frail hands 
Clasps me to her breast, while 
The silences in her sickroom, turning 
Eloquent, accuse 
Me of ingratitude? 
And, is he female who 
A\fter love, smoothes out the bed sheets with 
finicky hands and plucks 
From pillows strands of hair! 
. « « How well I can see him 
After a murder, conscientiously 
Tidy up the scene, wash 
The bloodstains under 
Faucet, bury the knife... 
And, what am | in sex who shuttle 
Obsessively from his 
Stabs to recovery 
In her small silent room?21 


In this poem, the protagonist, who could plausibly be either male or female, holds 
“gender” and “sex-accessories” apart to ponder what defines masculinity and fem- 
ininity. The intricacy of the poem arises from Das’s ability to juxtapose sex and the 
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performance of gender so effectively that all conclusions about the self and its doubts 
have to be attentive co multiple considerations. More importantly, there are no nor- 
mative identities since “all sex-accessories” are “no indication.” The last turn that 
this poem takes, “And, what am I in sex who shuttles,” brilliantly captures the 
refusal to present desire as divided into sexual dichotomies and the concomitant 
refusal to present protagonists for whom identity is equal co sexual orientation. 
While the “I” of this monologue is left moving “obsessively” from “his stabs” to 
“recovery” in “her small silent room,” this cannot ultimately be read as indicative 
of the triumph of either hetero- or homosexuality, because we are still uncertain of 
the gender of the speaker. Furthermore, the usual correspondence between the bio- 
logical sex and the socializing of gender attributes has been ripped apart in che 
course of the poem. Hence, available explanatory terms such as bisexuality offer only 
a facile and unsatisfactory account of the sexual dynamics in this poem. Similarly, 
the short story “The Sandal Trees” compels a rethinking of Das’s literary treatment 
of sexuality as well as a revision of the parameters by which we comprehend the 
attachments we make over a lifetime. 


iT] 


“The Sandal Trees” is a complex love story about two women who conduct a life- 
tong affair even as they fall in and out of love with their husbands. “Chandana 
Marangal” was written by Das in Malayalam in 1988 and was translated into 
English under the title “The Sandal Trees” in 1995 by V. C. Harris and C. K. 
Mohamed Ummer. Short fiction in Malayalam, the poet and editor K. 
Satchidanandan tells us, has a strong tradition of women’s writing from the late 
1800s to the present.?2 Satchidanandan names a long list of women writers before 
and after Das who have “written some powerful stories that expose the hypocrisy 
of most human relationships and observe society from a subaltern point of view, or 
probe the solitary world of the woman with her suppressed dreams and longings 
for freedom.”23 

In his introduction to a 1997 anthology of modern Malayalam short stories, 
Satchidanandan makes the following remarkable assessment of Kamala Das's work: 
“Madhavikkutty (Kamala Das) explores the innermost recesses of the female psy- 
che in her uninhibited portrayals of man-woman and woman-woman relationships.” 
What is remarkable about this one-phrase inclusion of “woman-woman” erotics 
(besides the fact that it is, despite its brevity, the only serious mention in literary 
criticism of same-sex dynamics in Das’s work that I have seen) is that 
Satchidanandan puts it right alongside “man-woman” relationships. Literature in 
Malayalam is, and has been, amenable to discussions of sexuality, even “alternative” 
sexualities.24 For example, well-known writer Vaikom Muhammad Basheer 
(1908-1994) wrote a powerful novelette, “Voices” (“Sabdangal,” 1947), in which 
a young man recounts his fascination for an alluring streetwalker who reveals her- 
self as a man in drag. The affair continues even after this revelation of the beloved’s 
biological sex.25 Another prominent writer, V. T. Nandakumar (1925-1999), wrote 
a popular novel entitled Two Girls (Rantu Penkuttikal, 1974), about two college stu- 
dents, Girija and Kokila, who become lovers even while several men compete for 
their affections. The novel ends with both women being recruited into heterosex- 
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ualiry, but not before lesbian desire is given sustained and sympathetic attention.26 
Some of the best-known short stories in Malayalam, written by Lalithambika 
Ancherjanam (1909-1987) and K. Saraswati Amma (1919-1975), concern the 
double standards of sexuality and other gendered issues entrenched in the social 
mores of upper-caste Malayalis. Lalithambika’s short story “Admission of Guilt” 
(“Kuttassammatham” 1940), in which a Namboodiri (priestly, highest-caste) widow 
argues that she and only she is responsible for her pregnancy, is an established mas- 
terpiece.27 

“The Sandal Trees” charts a relationship between two women that spans five 
decades. The plot is vintage Das. A young Nair girl, Sheela, from a wealthy fam- 
ily, is seduced by and falls in love with another young Nair girl, Kalyanikkutty, 
from an impoverished family. When the degree and nature of their attachment to 
each other is discovered, Sheela is given in marriage to a family friend who is 
twenty-one years her senior. Subsequently, Kalyanikkutty marries a young man 
who adores her. Both women become doctors, and while Sheela’s marriage sur- 
vives many rocky years, Kalyanikkutty soon divorces her husband. The two women 
remain deeply attached to each other, for, as Kalyanikkutty tells Sheela, “I became 
your man and girl at the same time” (9). Frustrated by Sheela’s refusal to leave 
her husband, Kalyanikkutty emigrates to Australia; she returns twenty-six years 
later the rich widow of a white Australian. The narrative time frame for this story 
is in the present when both women are in their fifties and Kalyanikkutry’s recurn 
forces a reassessment of their lives, of time spent together and apart. Kalyanikkucty 
is still in love with Sheela, but realizes chat the latter is not likely to leave her 
husband. Kalyanikkurty then decides to seduce her own ex-husband; despite his 
willingness to leave his current wife for her, Kalyanikkutty recurns to Australia 
alone. Ar the close of the story, Sheela has acknowledged her as the one true love 
of her life—a fact that her husband tells her he has known and lived with for the 
three decades of their marriage. In che course of Kalyanikkutty’s visit to Kerala, 
Sheela also realizes what Kalyanikkucty had suspected all along, that 
Kalyanikkutty is Sheela’s prosperous father’s illegitimate child and the two are 
half sisters. 

Looking back at the critical reception of Das’s work, it is clear that the fiction 
and poetry that best correspond with Das's autobiographical texts (autobiographies 
in both languages, and interviews) have always commanded the most critical atten- 
tion. Because of the similarities becween the details of “The Sandal Trees” and some 
of the events in My Story, it is impossible to dismiss same-sex desire in this short 
story as no more than just another “literary theme.”28 In turn, “The Sandal Trees” 
forces a more serious consideration of the relationship between the young Kamala 
and her “girlfriend” in My Story. I have argued elsewhere that the affair with the 
college student was suppressed in criticism of Das’s autobiography because Das's 
feminist readers have a very strict notion of why she indulges in socially unsanc- 
tioned sexual relationships—she is driven to it by a cruel husband's numerous infi- 
delities.29 The affair with the college girl is given scant critical attention since it 
takes place prior to Das’s marriage and also because it is not accepted as a sexual 
relationship. In the autobiography, once Das is married off to her much older rel- 
ative, there is no further mention of her girlfriend. In “The Sandal Trees,” even 
though Sheela's marriage is similarly arranged with a relative twenty-one years her 


“Queernesses All Mine” 119 


senior, it is impossible to mistake the same-sex relationship for an insignificant 
attachment. While both these same-sex relationships start out alike and produce 
some of the same crises, “The Sandal Trees” traces the relationship between Sheela 
and Kalyanikutty through the vicissitudes of a lifetime. 

In the literary criticism on Das and often in her work itself, homoeroticism is 
differently played out according to gender. When men are portrayed as engaged in 
same-sex relationships, this is interpreted as part of the sexual license available co 
men in patriarchal societies. A husband's indulgence in same-sex activities is pre- 
sented as one more sign of his voracious sexual appetite. When women indulge in 
same-sex pleasures, it does not always register as sex—which is why in My Story 
the protagonist can engage in a seemingly satisfying physical relationship with a 
girlfriend and still claim to have no experience of sexual pleasure prior to sex with 
her husband. Ic is almost as if, in My Story and in the literary criticism on Das, what 
registers as sex for women must involve men. In My Story, when Das falls in love 
with her doctor, she writes, “I kept telling my husband that I was in love with the 
doctor and he said, it is all right, she is a woman, she will not exploit you.”3° In 
other words, this relationship is so “safe” in terms of patriarchal exploitation that 
it doesn't warrant serious consideration. Hence perhaps the critics’ silence about 
this infaruation. 

In “The Sandal Trees,” however, it impossible co read homosexuality as insignif- 
icant or as an adolescent phase. This is precisely how same-sex desire is commonly 
explained in mainstream cultural discourses (both in Indian and other societies) 
and substantiated by established Indian psychologists like Sudhir Kakar.3! Not 
surprisingly then, this is the logic applied on those rare occasions when same-sex 
desire in Das’s work is mentioned (only to be immediately dismissed) by critics.32 
In “The Sandal Trees,” however, marital sex is a disappointment to Sheela after her 
pleasurable initiation into sexual activity by her first lover Kalyanikkutty. While 
the narrator in My Story is reticent about comparing the two sexual experiences, in 
“The Sandal Trees” Sheela minutely compares Kalyanikkutty and her husband in 
their capacities as lovers and as soul mates. On her honeymoon, Sheela, the first- 
person narrator, muses, “I kept comparing the two. When I compared his mouth 
that smelt of beer, cigarette and onion with hers that had the sweet smell of durva 
grass, he failed. However hard I tried, I could not forget the way she caressed me, 
pressed her fingers hard into me and satisfied me with her lips, all with the inten- 
tion of giving me pleasure” (5). “The Sandal Trees” carries other echoes of the 
relationship between Das and her college girlfriend in the autobiography. In My 
Story, when the two women meet for the last time before Kamala’s wedding, they 
contemplate running away together, but realize that without adequate job skills 
they would find it impossible to survive outside the shelter of their families. In 
“The Sandal Trees,” we are told, 


On the wedding eve, Kalyanikutty held me close to her and said: 
“Sheela. Let's get away from this place. I'll take up some job and protect you.” 
“What job can you have} Your education is not over. We will starve to death 
on the street,” | said. 
“Will you love this relative of yours}” Kalyanikutty asked. “You who love me— 
will you be able to satisfy him?"(4) 
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In My Story, Das ends the account of her last meeting with the girlfriend with this 
matter-of-fact conclusion, “When I put her out of my mind I put aside my self- 
pity too. Ir would not do to dream of a different kind of life. My life had been 
planned and its course charted by my parents and relatives” (96). In essence, this 
is also how Sheela comes to terms with marriage, but in “The Sandal Trees” che 
relationship between the two women does not end; instead it continues and over- 
whelms their relationship with their respective husbands. Thirty years later 
Kalyanikkutty still continues to try to persuade Sheela to leave her husband for her. 

After their respective weddings, when Kalyanikkutty discovers that she is preg- 
nant she visits Sheela at her clinic and demands an abortion: 


“I am not prepared to carry in my body for ten months the child of an ordinary 
man like him. I'll never give birth to his child.” 

“Then whose child would you like to give birth tol” | asked. 

Suddenly she sat up and kissed me on my lips. The peculiar smell of her skin con- 
quered me—a sweet smell that reminded me of fresh rain. 

“L wish to give birth only to your child,” she said choking. 

“That's impossible,” | muttered. (6) 


Sheela refuses to perform the abortion so Kalyanikkutty goes to a local midwife 
who performs illegal abortions. When the botched abortion results in 
Kalyanikkutty nearly bleeding to death, Sheela takes her to her own house and 
nurses her back to health. Had Kalyanikkutty died, Sheela’s husband angrily tells 
her, it would have become a police case and she would have been held responsible 
for the death. The narrative makes clear that such considerations are not important 
to Sheela. 

In “The Sandal Trees,” when same-sex desire floods the page, it is not because 
heterosexual options are closed. Das repeatedly takes the woman outside the mar- 
ital home and into hotel rooms, as well as the homes and workplaces of lovers of 
both sexes. These same-sex seductions take place on trains, in rural bathing ponds, 
in bathrooms, in backyards, in classrooms, doctor's offices, and in marital beds— 
that is, with the same sense of adventure and excitement as the much-discussed 
opposite-sex affairs. In “The Sandal Trees,” Das employs her substantial literary 
talents to describe Sheela and Kalyanikkutty’s lovemaking. The turn from seduced 
to active participant is wonderfully elaborated in the description of the first of their 
sexual encounters at the bathing pond, where Das writes, “Using all her strength, 
she pushed me down on the floor of the pond-house daubed with cow dung. Then 
sending a deep thrill down my spine, she covered every inch of my body with kisses 
that really hurt. I shut my eyes in shame and humiliation. I don't remember how 
long I lay there like a living corpse under her assault. For ages I was a slave to her 
throbbing hands and legs. After chat I became her beloved. The moistness and 
taste of her mouth became mine. The roughnesses and tendernesses of her body 
became all mine” (4). In a sociocultural and literary context in which all descrip- 
tions of pre- and extramarital female sexual pleasure are disruptive, Das's careful 
development of this scene—from initial surprise, shame, and humiliation to 
enjoyment—employs a recurrent turn that is scripted into sympathetic literary 
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descriptions of female sexual pleasure. We should not assume that the same-sex 
content of the scene causes the initial unwillingness. For example, in Antherjanam’s 
narration of the pivotal scene of seduction that ends “Admission of Guilt,” che 
widow describes her encounter on the banks of the bathing pond with the man 
who impregnates her: 


A qty arose from the depths of my being, but it was smothered by a gentle 
kiss. A futile writhing, and | had perforce to yield to a strong embrace. In the 
surge of sensations my resistance ebbed away. Feelings of pleasure that | had never 
known or experienced before came alive. 

Or had | become weak, was | going to faint} It seemed to me that this was 
no dream, nor indeed was it sleep. Like everyone else, | too had to admit defeat 
in the struggle against my natural instincts. If that is a sin, | will sell my soul for 
it.... Do not ask whether that encounter ever recurred. Nor try fo find out who 
that god was. | am guilty. You can punish me. No one else shares my guilt. (42) 


I introduce this example from Antherjanam to substantiate the argument that 
Das’s treatment of Sheela and Kalyanikkutty’s lovemaking in “The Sandal Trees” 
is a reverently presented account of female sexual desire as “natural” and “authen- 
tic.” This lovemaking passage, more than any other in Das’s work, forces a revi- 
sion of the hitherto automatic reading of any sex in Das’s work as necessarily 
heterosexual. It also multiplies the punch carried by Das's devastating verdicts on 
marriage that are interspersed in this narrative. Early in che story, Sheela com- 
pares the young, lean, and sensuous Kalyanikkutty to sandalwood (2). Much later, 
when Sheela describes her dissatisfaction with marriage, the use of the sandal tree 
metaphor radically diverts the generic complaint about an inattentive husband. 
As Das writes, “If he had shown any interest in my daily routine ever, I would- 
n't have become an unfeeling marble statue today. I wouldn't have practised 
silence. In fact I cultivated silence. It grew and stood between me and my hus- 
band like a sandal tree, giving me much happiness” (13). Here, the silence the 
wife cultivates evokes the real object of her desire, her silent source of happiness. 
Negative assessments of marriage are routinely woven into Das’s poems, inter- 
views, and autobiographical writings. But in “The Sandal Trees” a bleak and unre- 
lenting account of marriage is implicitly contrasted with the highly satisfying 
telationship between the two women. Das writes, “For civilised people, a mar- 
riage that lasts for years, greying and rotting, is certainly impossible to bear. To 
lie close to each other in the same bed and exchange the foul smell of sweat; to 
witness the excrement of your spouse who has forgotten co flush the coilet after 
use at sunrise; co feign sleep while slyly watching him masturbate, with his pretty 
fingers that seem to have been made for blessing others, and at the same time fol- 
low its peculiar rhythm—no, no, I don’t want this much praised gribasthashram” 
(12-13). 

While feminist and other critics have always noticed Das’s critique of marriage 
and gribasthashram (the householder stage in the Hindu life cycle), there has been 
no recognition of how closely this critique is linked co a critique of heterosexu- 
ality. A few pages later in the story, Das writes, 
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Men who are past their youth will become shameless, if their wives’ com- 
plaints are to be believed. Women of that age, on the contrary, will feel an increas- 
ing sense of shame. Once the inelegances of their body start multiplying, women 
hesitate to show off their physical features. But it is common for old men to dis- 
play, as if by mistake, their private parts which hang loose and look unsewn. They 
don’t know how much women hate such ugly scenes. Often I felt nauseated when 
my husband took off his underwear and slowly paced my room, letting the mark 
of his manliness, now the figure of a rotten bitter-gourd, swing like a pendulum. 
And one day he asked me: 

“Dr. Sheela, why do you vomit! Can women in menopause become 


pregnant” (15) 


The husband, unnamed in the story, takes to calling his wife “Dr. Sheela” since his 
retirement, using this show of mock deference to underline the fact that he no longer 
brings money into the household. In a somewhat similar fashion, he constantly 
“showcases” his loss of virility if only to win her sympathy. When Sheela describes 
Kalyanikkutty’s appearance in her fifties, the terms are very different, to say the 
least: “A perfectly healthy, middle-aged woman dressed impeccably in a sophisti- 
cated manner. A beauty who still retained, though slightly artificially, the glow of 
youth in her face and in her hair"(10). Despite her constant, silent, cataloging of 
the ways her husband disgusts her (his rotting diabetic breath and sweat, his vari- 
cose veins that are “swollen and tangled like che roots of a jackfruit tree”), Sheela 
continues to play the wife. When the local rotary club asks them to participate in 
an “ideal couple” contest, Sheela says: “Why not? Our marriage has lasted so long. 
I haven't betrayed you, and you haven't betrayed me. We have not slept apart for a 
single night. We can certainly win this contest” (17). 

Here, Das ruthlessly demonstrates that the markers by which success in mar- 
riage is usually gauged are profoundly inadequate to the task of measuring such 
relationships. It is not simply that Sheela and her husband are mismatched; rather, 
he cannot offer her the pleasures Kalyanikkutry can. Despite Sheela’s occasional 
envy of women with younger husbands, it becomes clear chat love as much as guilt 
ties her to Kalyanikkutty. For example, in “The Sandal Trees” (as in My Story) the 
aging husband encourages his young wife to have affairs with other men. Sheela 
tells us, “I did make some attempts at cheating him, at renouncing my chastity. 
But I saw my husband in every man who came close to me. And seeing him there 
I would back out. And with a shock slip back into my chastity. I continued to per- 
form my wifely duties in the manner of eating leftovers, of eating leftovers over and 
over again. Sitting down to eat with him and lying down on the same bed with 
him became extremely distressing. As we spoke, the words, I felt, were like corpses 
that slid out of their shelves in the morgue. Silence was much better” (16), Silence 
in this story becomes a motif that conjures up the two women’s relationship. Hence, 
when the preference for silence becomes a constant refrain in Sheela's narrative, we 
need to infer more than just her reluctance to openly express her dissatisfaction 
with her aged husband. 

After a bitterly disappointed Kalyanikkutty leaves for Australia, once again 
unsuccessful in convincing Sheela to leave with her, Sheela describes her feelings, 
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saying, "Ac last, when I could no longer see her, I stepped out of the airport with 
a sense of loss. I felt my legs weakening out of sheer exhaustion. I was reluctant to 
go back to that all-too-familiar world of mine that comprised my house, the lovely 
objects on display there, my aged husband, my patients, everything. But there is 
fo other place for me to live, I told myself, and no one else to love me, is there?” 
(24). It is not accidental that Sheela lists her house and objets d'art before and along- 
side her husband and patients—the personal and material aspects of her domestic 
and professional life are inseparably yoked together. The day after Kalyanikkucty 
leaves, Sheela is driving home with her husband when he states, “‘In my life I've 
had to contend with only one enemy—Dr. Kalyanikkutty. I understood very early 
that it was only she who could drive you off from me. Even during our honeymoon, 
her shadow had fallen between us. I realised that you were comparing every dis- 
play of love on my part with hers. I was somebody who had reached you after her. 
I was a mere drizzle arriving hesitantly, timidly, after a full storm’” (26). Sheela 
responds with her customary silence, but in the narration she continues: 


A\fter this | felt ashamed to look at his face. That moment | thought my reflec- 
tion in the mirror was the face of a stranger. Was it I, that woman with the glow- 
ing cheeks, hair clearly displaying its silver strands and the yet-to-be effaced 
vermilion spot on the forehead? Never. | was transformed into a young lass who 
embraced her girlfriend and sought the blissful rapture of her kiss. A girl who 
found heavenly pleasures in the bodily touch of her beloved—her beloved who, 
having swum and bathed in the pond for hours together, smelt and tasted of weeds 
and mosses, water lilies and medicinal herbs. “Oh, my love, how can I live now!” 
1 whispered to the darkness that slowly spread in the car. 

“Er, did you say something, Dr. Sheelat” he asked. 

“No,” | said, shaking my head. “I didn’t say anything to you.” (26) 


By closing the story thus, Das establishes the primacy of the women’s relationship. 
Everything else dissolves to background. The story ends thus: “As we crossed the 
bridge and drove towards Fort Cochin, the wind bore the smell of fish. From the 
dark water rose Kalyanikkutty’s girlish laughter” (26). 


In Conclusion 


In reading Kamala Das’s work from “An Introduction” to “The Sandal Trees” 
through the lens of her consideration of same-sex desire, I try co disrupt the schol- 
arly equation of all sexuality in her work with heterosexuality. Lines from a well- 
known poem by Das should give us reason to think outside a heterosexist frame as 
she writes, “Woman, is this happiness, this lying buried / Beneath a man? It’s time 
again to come alive, / The world extends a lot beyond his six foot frame. "33 

On coming across the odd Das poem in literary journals or popular magazines 
from the sixties onward, such as the one reproduced in its entirety below, it is no 
longer possible to unthinkingly assume that che references are necessarily or exclu- 
sively heterosexual: 
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The Ferry 
‘Will your slim body ferry me to that noiseless shore 
‘Where I can lie, featureless, 
Asa planet blanched by the day? 
My blood is salty with the tears of prophets, but 
Tomorrow must erupt from between a barren woman's 
Thighs. . ..34 


Is this one more of Das's many poems about death? Or is that silent shore a 
metaphoric reference to a place beyond sex, or perhaps beyond exclusively hetero- 
sexual practices? Whose “slim body” will ferry this speaker (unidentified by gen- 
der) to this other place? What if we were ro read “barren” outside its normative 
reproduction-based connotations? What kind of tomorrow might then erupt from 
“between a barren woman's thighs”? 

Das'’s theorizing of sexual pleasure in which same-sex encounters play a signifi- 
cant part was (and is) a radical stance in the Indian feminist context, where women's 
sexuality has been viewed as one of the basic “problems” confronting feminists and 
where discussions of female sexual pleasure even in heterosexual contexts are rare. 
In the coming years, as queer activists in India get increasingly vocal, they could 
turn to the work of Kamala Das, who, for the past four decades, has been making 
literature out of her “queernesses” while insisting (in “Compositition”), “What I 
narrate are the ordinary / events of an / ordinary life"3> 
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Homophobic Fiction/ 
Homoerotic Advertising 


The Pleasures and Perils of Twentieth-Century Indianness 


Ruth Vanita 


In ewencieth-century Indian fiction published in India, same-sex desire is almost 
always imbricated with notions not only of gender but also of “Indianness” and 
“foreignness.” The popular myth that homosexuality was imported to India by 
invading West Asian Muslims or colonizing Europeans has been stated and 
restated by both left-wing and right-wing nationalists, from at least the lace 
nineteenth century onward. The Shiv Sena’s repetition of this myth to attack 
Deepa Mehtar's film Fire found some credence precisely because the myth took 
root during the movement for national independence. 

Framed by this myth, most twentieth-century texts that represent same-sex 
desire strive to reinforce an imagined pure Indianness of manhood or womanhood. 
They generally do so in one of two ways: first, by relegating same-sex desire to the 
underworld or to same-sex spaces such as college dorms, and, second, by punishing 
it violently. On the other hand, the few texts that admit, whether cheerfully or anx- 
iously, that Indian manhood and womanhood are necessarily hybrid and thus not 
purely “Indian,” represent homosexuality as present in the everyday world of aver- 
age Indians and as frequently going unpunished. 

The latter kind of text is much more likely to be attacked as obscene. Such 
texts include Pandey Bechan Sharma's Chocolate (1927), a text I examine here; 
Ismat Chughtai’s short story “Lihaf”; che writings of Kamala Das; and Mehta's 
film Fire. Advertisements, on the other hand, because of certain generic differ- 
ences I examine later, can get away with a much greater degree of celebratory 
suggestiveness, although when they become more explicit they too may be 
exposed to attack as obscene. 


Boys in the Bazaar, Dykes in the Dorm! 


Under these constraints, two relatively acceptable sites for the representation of 
homosexuality emerge in twentieth-century fiction—the underworld for men 
and premarital college life for women. These sites work on the assumption that 
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no options are available to the unfortunate persons concerned. Examples of men in 
the underworld include Kamleshwar's depiction in his Hindi novel Ek Sadak 
Sattavan Galiyan (1956) of a trucker and part-time dacoit’s relations with his kept 
boy while che heterosexual involvements of both are thwarted by circumstances, 
and Vaikom Muhammad Basheer's depiction in his Malayalam novel Shabdangal 
(1947) of a vagrant soldier's unwitting involvement with a transvestite male pros- 
titute from whom he gets venereal disease.? 

Both male and fernale writers represent female homosexuality far more frequently 
and in more detail than male homosexuality.> They usually show lesbianism sub- 
sisting between students as a premarital phase. The representations vary widely in 
terms of the degree of homophobia displayed, but the relationships are often 
depicted as tension-ridden and always culminate in the heterosexual involvement 
of one or both partners.‘ I have found only two stories by women writers and two 
by men in which the married protagonist is shown yearning for her lost lesbian 
romance,> 

The other way to depict lesbianism and get away with it is to show it as caus- 
ing unhappiness. When lesbians are depicted as adult women with choices avail- 
able ro them, they often appear frustrated and unloved, doomed co suicide or to 
loneliness.6 In more homophobic depictions, they prey on, beat, or even murder 
one another or else are “cured” of their lesbianism by male intervention. In almost 
all cases, the terms of denunciation are drawn from Western discourse. Lesbianism 
is often figured as having a Western source—Bani Ray's Bengali story “Sappho” 
(1977) signals this in its title; its lesbian protagonist, spurned by the man who 
induces her to fall in love with him, ends up committing suicide.’ The language 
of demonization in this story is similar to that in Shobha De's English novel Strange 
Obsession.8 In both texts the lesbian is compared to such creatures as lizards, snakes, 
cockroaches, or spiders swallowing flies. The latest in this genre is the Punjabi story 
“Aak ke Phool” by feminist writer Ajeet Kaur, in which an older woman preys on 
a younger woman who in turn cheats on her with a man. The story ends with the 
older woman mercilessly thrashing the younger one while the other inmates of the 
working-women’s hostel look on.? In all of these stories (unlike Chocolate, “Lihaf,” 
or Fire) lesbianism is violently punished. 

I should add here that there is at least one remarkable exception to this rule— 
Vijay Dan Detha’s Rajasthani story “Dohri Joon” (1979). Translated into Hindi and 
acted as a play in Delhi, it escaped attack.!0 Perhaps this is because the adult les- 
bian relationship it celebrates occurs in an entirely premodern, rural, Indian set- 
ting without any reference to Western sources or settings. The anxieties of 
Westernization are never evoked either in terminology (while the loving sexual 
relationship is explicitly described, it is not categorized as “lesbian” or any equiv- 
alent) or in allusion. 

My examination here of two fictional texts shows how two contrasting 
approaches to homosexuality lead co one kind of text being attacked and the other 
applauded. The first, Chocolate, depicts homosexuality as pervading the everyday 
world and often going unpunished. It also shows modern Indianness as a hybrid of 
elements drawn from various cultures including the Hindu, the Muslim, and the 
Western. The second, Rajkamal Chaudhuri’s novel Machhli Mari Hui, violently 
purges its protagonists of both homosexuality and Westernness. 
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Everybody Loves Chocolate? 


On the title page of Chocolate, its author, Pandey Bechan Sharma (1901-1967), bet- 
ter known by his pen name Ugra (“Extreme”), is described as “novelist, dramatist, 
story-writer, poet, satirist, and journalist.”!! Ugra, who never married, was a well- 
known nationalist; his writings champion the causes of oppressed women and of 
lower castes and critique corruption in high places, alcoholism, gambling, adul- 
tery, prostitution, and communalism. In 1924 he became associated with the Hindi 
weekly Matvala, which was founded in Calcutta in 1923 under the editorship of 
the famous poet Suryakant Tripathi “Nirala.” Matuala was a nationalist paper whose 
style tended to the satirical. 

On May 31, 1924, Ugra published a story entitled “Chocolate” in Matvala. This 
story is about Mr. Dinkar Prasad, who is enamored of a fourteen-year-old boy named 
Ramesh. The narrator Gopal is informed that Ramesh is Dinkar's “chocolate.” 
Gopal’s friend Manohar offers a definition of this term that was to be much quoted 
in the ensuing controversy: “ ‘Chocolate’ is the name for those innocent, tender and 
beautiful boys of che country, whom society’s demons push into the mouth of ruin 
to quench their own lusts” (100). The story depicts the relationship and ends with 
Gopal denouncing Dinkar to Ramesh’s father; Dinkar then disappears from the 
neighborhood. 

When the story was published, the Matvala office was flooded with readers’ let- 
ters, both of praise and protest. Ugra was encouraged by this controversy to write 
four more stories on the theme. At this juncture, the British government impris- 
oned him for nine months under Section 124-A of the Indian Penal Code for his 
nationalist writings in the paper Swadesh. He recounts that when he was released, 
his friends advised him not to publish any more such stories as he was being slan- 
derously accused of being homosexual.!2 He proceeded to write three more stories 
on the subject and in 1927 published all eight as a collection entitled Chocolate, 
with over fifty pages of homophobic introductory materials, including a pseudo- 
scientific essay by Ugra’s close friend Ramnath Lal “Suman,” which quoted 
Havelock Ellis and Sigmund Freud, among others. The book gave rise to a tremen- 
dous furor. Lines formed to buy the book at Calcutta bookshops, and it was reprinted 
in the same year.!3 

Ugra’s unprecedented crusade against homosexuality was not appreciated by 
other nationalists. Hindi litterateur Pandit Banarsidas Chaturvedi, nationalist edi- 
tor of Vishal Bharat, began a movement against what he termed Ghas/eti literature, 
of which he dubbed Ugra the foremost exponent. Ghas/et literally refers to kerosene 
oil, widely used as cooking fuel in India, and metaphorically to inflammatory — 
that is, sensational and obscene—literature. Ugra’s opponents argued that such 
filthy topics as homosexuality were not fit for literary representation. 

The controversy spread like wildfire. Almost every Hindi newspaper and mag- 
azine entered the fray. Several Hindi literary bodies formally denounced Ugra’s writ- 
ings ac their annual meetings, as did many famous writers including the left-leaning 
Munshi Premchand.!4 Some of Ugra’s other writings, such as those on prostitu- 
tion, were also accused of obscenity; but Chocolate was the main target. This was 
perhaps the first major public debate in the Hindi literary world on homosexual- 
ity. It also rapidly became a debate on censorship. 
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Both Chaturvedi’s claim that Ugra had dealt with the subject in a way that made 
it attractive and Ugra’s supporters’ counterclaim that his opponents were inspired 
by envy point to the same phenomenon—the book had attracted a record number 
of readers. The questions that perhaps cannot be answered definitively are, first, 
how many of these readers were actuated by the revulsion against homosexuality 
expressed by boch Ugra and his opponents, and how many were merely eager to 
read fiction about homosexuals? Second, despite the overt homophobia, do elements 
of representation in these stories lend themselves to positive interpretation? Ugra’s 
opponents thought so. Gay activist Ashok Row Kavi, founder of the gay magazine 
Bombay Dost, informed me that elderly gay men of his acquaintance, who were 
young when Chocolate was published, told him they had received it with delight as 
a representation of their lives. 

Chaturvedi singled out for attack those passages where Ugra allows his homo- 
sexual characters a voice that they use not only to defend their practices but also to 
claim an illustrious ancestry. In the story “Chocolate,” Dinkar Prasad quotes the 
famous Urdu poet Mir Taqi Mir's love poetry but also looks further afield: “{H]e 
told me, on the basis of an English book, that even Socrates was guilty of this 
offence. He said that Shakespeare too was the slave of a beautiful friend of his. He 
also talked of Mr. Oscar Wilde” (101). Mahashay (whose full name is Shri 
Ramcharan), in the story “Paalat,” makes even more daring claims: 


Narrator: I think, brother, chat just as “Woman is not charmed by woman's 
beauty” [quote from Tulsidas's medieval epic Remcharitmanas—ed.) neither 
should man be charmed by man’s beauty. 


Manasuay: Search history. Raskhan fell in love with a boy and then became a 
devotee of Krishna. Surdas was madly in love with Krishna. Tulsi? Have you 
read the blazon of Rama's beauty in Vinaya Patrika? What else is it but the 
portrait of an extremely beautiful boy? 

Narrator: Be quiet! You seem like an atheist. To justify boy-love, you even 
drag in Lord Rama and Shri Krishna. Be thankful you are in your own room. 
If you present such arguments in an assembly, it will be impossible to pro- 
tect the hairs on your head. (117) 


Banarsidas Chaturvedi wrote, “It is the height of impertinence to discuss such 
fancies and ideas in the book. Any cultured person who reads the names of Socrates 
and Shakespeare, Surdas and Tulsidas, Rama and Krishna, in such a context will 
denounce the author a thousand cimes.”!5 Chaturvedi's anxiety here clearly centers 
on the question of who owns culture. Almost all of the protagonists in Ugra’s sto- 
ries are highly cultured and educated men; in fact, they are the mirror images of 
the Hindi litterateurs engaged in the controversy. These men claim Hindi, Urdu, 
and English literatures as in some sense their own. In the passage quoted above, 
the homophobic narrator quotes a famous line from Tulsidas’s fifteenth-cencury epic 
that is, even today, the most popular version of the Rama story in north India. What 
is unsettling, however, is chat Mahashay cites Tulsidas right back, thus confidently 
claiming a right to interpret a common literary heritage in his own way. 

Except for one story set in jail, none of Ugra’s protagonists is a member of the 
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underworld. They are respectable members of society; they include teachers, college 
students, writers, and men-about-town. They carry on their homosexual affairs both 
in public and in domestic spaces. Most of them are married—thus their desire for 
men cannot be explained away as due to a lack of options. 

More importantly, the protagonists are not represented as isolated. If some of 
their male friends and acquaintances denounce their desire, several others are sym- 
pathetic and view it as a completely natural response to beauty. In each of the eight 
stories, the narrator is hostile to male-male desire. But when he enters into a debate 
with the homosexually inclined characters, he never wins on logical grounds. 
Sometimes, he compromises and advises his determined friend to act discreetly. 
More often, he summons outraged authority figures to his aid. Though he may suc- 
ceed in punishing the lover, it is by no means clear that he succeeds in eradicating 
homosexual activity. Of the eight stories, in two the lover is defamed and disap- 
pears; in one he loses his job and is later imprisoned; in one he is driven to suicide 
by public embarrassment; in one the boy dies (of asthma, supposedly induced by 
homosexuality) but the lover goes unpunished; and in one he is beaten by the police 
and frightened into silence. 

Of the remaining two stories, one is set in jail where two men fighting over a 
third are punished but it is clear that homosexuality is uncontainable; and the other, 
the last story in the collection, is set in a men’s college where it is equally clear chat 
the principal's rebuke of the students’ desires has no effect whatsoever. That these 
two settings may be more representative of the wider society than one might think 
is emphatically stated more than once. 

The character Shivmohan, who shamefacedly acknowledges that he shares 
Mahashay’s predilections, remarks, “I chink about fifty percent boys in this coun- 
try and in some regions ninety-nine percent are destroying their characters, viril- 
ity, and strength in a fearsome manner. But society is silent” (122). The last story, 
“Chocolate Charcha” (“Discussion of Chocolate”), is framed as a self-reflexive debate 
among passengers in a train, some of whom read Matvala while others loathe it. A 
defender of the magazine exclaims, “Society does not even hide chis weakness. 
Chocolate is openly discussed in schools, colleges, theater companies and Ramlila 
groups. Many great poets, writers, and even political leaders are said to be suffer- 
ing from this sickness” (156). 

This view is reinforced by the terms Ugra chooses. Apropos of Indrani 
Chatterjee’s discussion of man-boy relations in the context of slavery (see her essay 
in this volume), Ugra’s framing of the term /eunda (“boy”), a term with a long his- 
tory, is interesting. Ugra makes it clear that che term is often detached not only 
from age but also from status. In the story set in prison, two men fight over a 
twenty-five-year-old man named Sundar (“beautiful”) and a prisoner informs the 
narrator: “Laundas here may sometimes be even sixty years old” (92). The stories 
also represent men engaged in affairs with others of their own age group. While 
men desire boys in six of the eight stories, some of these boys themselves desire 
other boys. In “Paalat” a kept boy is caught having sex with another boy among 
the bushes. “Chocolate Charcha” describes nineteen- and twenty-year-old college 
students who desire one another. Nor do the stories represent lower class status as 
always linked to “passivity.” In only two of the stories is the desired boy clearly of 
lower class origins than his lover (in one he is a female impersonator in a Parsi the- 
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ater company but is also a Gujarati Brahman; in che other, he is the son of a poor 
man on the lover's estate). In all the other stories, boch lovers belong to the same 
class. One boy is the son of a lawyer; another the son of a deputy collector. 

Ugrta’s term chocolate, which he sometimes represents as popular slang (I have not 
been able to locate any other source for it) but also claims is his own term for what 
is more generally termed /awndebaazi (“boy chasing”), refers not to the homosexu- 
ally inclined men but co their love objects. While wonderfully encapsulating how 
ineradicably Westernness is pase of modern Indian identity, it also works to “nor- 
malize” male-male desire.!© One of the most widely available consumer items, 
chocolate is so indigenized as to have become a Hindi word but is nevertheless non- 
Indian in origin. Ugea’s choice of it as a symbol for male-male desire cannot but 
suggest that the desire is as ubiquitous as the delicacy. His narratorial denuncia- 
tions are not sufficient to dispel the anxiety generated by the implied question: 
Would eradication of homosexuality in India today be as difficult as eradication of 
a taste for chocolate among Indians? Or, more insidiously, is the attempt to eradi- 
cate homosexuality as absurdly self-defeating and antipleasure as an attempt to 
eradicate chocolate would be? Many of Ugra’s characters defend their desires as 
demonstrative of a natural human inclination to take pleasure in beauty. Mahashay 
argues, “Wherever beauty may be found, in a woman or in a man, it will enslave 
me to love” (117). 


Hindus, Muslims, and the Precolonial Past 


In Ugra’s stories, the view of male-male desire as any man’s natural but perhaps not 
always desirable response to beauty coexists with che view of some men as more given 
to this desire than others and of such men as comprising an xs, a group whose phi- 
losophy of life is inflected by their desire. Prasad, in “Hum Fidaye Lucknow,” seems 
to invoke the latter sense of a group when he tells the censorious narrator, “Our 
goal in life is to enjoy ourselves. Even in hell we will try to enjoy ourselves” (126). 
While this second view of homosexual desire has displaced che first in much of the 
West, they arguably coexist in India even today. It is also arguable, contra David 
Halperin, that the second view coexisted with the first in precolonial India, as 
Saleem Kidwai suggests in his exploration of networks of homoerotically inclined 
men in precolonial Indian cities, even in societies that conceived of same-sex desire 
as a desire anyone might experience.!7 

If the trope of chocolate signals the Western component of modern Indianness, 
the trope of the ghazal signals its Muslim component. Almost all of Ugra's “choco- 
late lovers” are Hindus but they constantly quote Urdu ghazals and some even com- 
pose chem. Ghazals are liberally quoted in four of the stories; they also inspire 
appreciative listeners to respond with Hindi love poetry. Because of its grammat- 
ical convention of using the male gender for both the lover and the beloved, the 
Urdu ghazal lent itself to the expression of same-sex desire, and some of the great- 
est poets, such as Mir, had composed love poems to men. This convention came 
under attack in the nineteenth century, first by the British and then by Indian 
nationalists, including Urdu litcerateurs (see Scott Kugle’s essay in this volume). 
The dominant trend, however, was to explain the male gendering of the ghazal as 
expressive only of spiritual love between man and God. 
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As Kidwai has demonstrated, so rapid was the heterosexualization of the ghazal in 
the twentieth century that moder poets like Josh Malihabadi and Firaq Gorakhpuri, 
well known to be homosexual, went out of their way to gender the beloved female in 
their poetry.!8 Nevertheless, older Urdu ghazals using the male-male convention con- 
tinued to be widely popular, both in the new media, such as cinema, radio, television, 
and audiotapes, and in oral tradition. In Uttar Pradesh, where the Hindi literary 
establishment was based, most litterateurs were (and are) given to quoting ghazals at 
the drop of a hat. Thus, Ugra’s depiction of his openly homosexual protagonists 
claiming this high literary tradition—supposedly spiritual in its orientation—as 
expressive of their own desires generated extreme anxiety among the literati. 

The story “Chocolate” opens with an Urdu shair (couplet); its first sentence unset- 
tingly links Urdu love poetry and homosexual love with the word matvala “intox- 
icated man,” which is also the title of the magazine in which the story first appeared: 
“Why should I not be restless? I have just fallen prey to love / I have suffered a 
wound in my heart that I had never suffered before.’ My friend Babu Dinkar Prasad, 
B.A., recited this couplet in a low, pathetic cone and lolled to one side on his chair 
like a matvala” (68). 

Ugra’s representation of his protagonists’ hybridity muddies the waters of 
Indianness. He accurately represents his young, educated men-about-town as a 
group comprising both Hindus and Muslims who are fluent in Hindi, English, and 
Urdu. Ugra denounces the Western education system, with its residential schools 
and universities, as encouraging same-sex desire; one character goes so far as to say 
that he would rather kill his son than allow him to be educated in this system. 
However, by the early twentieth century the Western education system was too 
deeply entrenched in India for middle-class Indians to see its eradication as either 
possible or desirable. 

The denunciations of Chocolate display a very similar mix of attitudes. On the one 
hand, they associate homosexuality with the West: “This is a murderous attack on 
Indian culture and mores. Decent people should boycott such newspapers just as they 
do foreign cloth and intoxicating substances.”!9 On the other hand, they draw on 
Western sources to legitimize their homophobia. Thus, Vishal Bharat (August 1929) 
published a translation of professor Gilbert Murray's letter to the editor of the Nation 
(March 23, 1929). This letter, arguing against obscenity in literature, appeared in the 
course of a six-month-long debate in the Nation generated in the aftermath of the 
1928 ban on Radclyffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness. Such eminent writers as Leonard 
‘Woolf, Lytton Strachey, and E. F. Benson ably argued the anticensorship case from a 
nonhomophobic perspective. In the Indian debate, however, the eminent writers who 
became identified with an anticensorship position were avowedly as homophobic as 
their opponents. Although they claimed chat their pure Indianness precluded such 
“Western” vices as homosexuality, their actual hybridity was exemplified by the close- 
ness of the Indian and British literary worlds, enabled the letter from the Nation to be 
translated into Hindi within five months. 

In 1944 Ismat Chughtai’s story “Lihaf” created a furor and the author was tried for 
obscenity. Lesbianism in this story is practiced by women within the domestic sphere 
and they are not punished for it. The husband of one of the women is also depicted as 
homosexually inclined. Thus, homosexuality is shown as part of the everyday world, 
practiced by people who have other “options.” The Muslim setting might simultane- 
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ously generate anxiety for Hindu readers regarding the “Indianness” of the practice 
and for Muslim readers at having the practice once again identified with them. The 
domestic world of women depicted in “Lihaf” is the same as that depicted in Urdu 
rekbti poetry of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The suppression of 
rekhti by Urdu litterateurs in the twentieth century was fueled by a similar national- 
ist panic at the depiction of homosexuality as ensconced within domestic life.20 


Punishing the Westernized Homosexual 


Between the Chocolate and “Lihaf” controversies in the first half of the twentieth 
century and that around Fire toward its close, several other fictions about homo- 
sexuality appeared in Hindi but did not generate controversy. One of these is 
Rajkamal Chaudhuri’s Hindi novel Machbli Mari Hui (Dead Fish). First published 
in 1965, and reissued in 1994, it is typical in its configuration of a nexus between 
homosexuality and a homogenized West.2! The blurb on the jacket of the 1994 
edicion frames it as a text chat warns against the dangers of Westernized moder- 
nity. In his foreword, entitled “About Dead Fish,” the author (who died in 1967 at 
the age of thirty-eight) lists a large number of Western texts he has read on the 
subject of homosexuality. He conflates the homophobic (“Female Sex Perversion” 
by Morris Sidekel) with che homophilic (Ronald Webster Cory’s eloquent defense 
The Homosexual in America) and che feminist (Simone de Beauvoir's Second Sex), as 
well as the nonfictional (Alfred Kinsey's Sexual Behavior in the Human Female) with 
the semifictional (Diana Frederick's putative autobiography). Chaudhuri goes on 
to complain that while male homosexual behavior is criminalized in most “civi- 
lized” countries, female homosexual behavior is not, with che result chat in cities 
like Paris, New York, and Tokyo, lesbians meet in clubs and have sex “in different 
ways and with different instruments” (11). He claims that most Indian women who 
engage in lesbian acts “do not know what they are doing and why they are doing 
it—they do it in their sleep, in intoxication, unknowingly” (11). 

The novel traces the progress of its protagonist Nirmal Padmavat from the mires 
of Westernization to an indigenous apotheosis. Nirmal is a Bihari village boy who, 
after working at a variety of jobs such as waiter and sailor, comes to an apprecia- 
tion of Marxism while imprisoned by the British for his nationalist activities. He 
is inscribed simultaneously as heterosexual and “Indian” when he resists the homo- 
sexual advances of a Maulana. While working as a waiter in a Muslim hotel in 
Lahore, he is befriended by the Maulana, a perfumier. When the Maulana takes him 
to his room, Nirmal draws a knife on him and thereafter men are afraid to take him 
to their rooms (41). 

In the United States Nirmal gets seduced by the rhetoric of individual liberty and 
returns to Calcutta to found a business empire. The price he pays is that of impotence, 
a condition the narrator attributes both to his being a machine in the service of capi- 
talism and to his never having known the love of a woman. His mother abandoned 
him as a child, and Kalyani, the woman he falls in love with in New York, is cor- 
rupted by Western ways, given to drinking, smoking, acting in pornographic films, 
and working as a model and call girl. When she tries co seduce him, he turns impo- 
tent; thereafter, whenever he approaches a woman his memory of Kalyani’s taunts has 
the same effect on him. When Nirmal reaches Calcutta, he finds that Kalyani has just 
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died, leaving behind a husband and a daughter, Priya. The husband, Dr. Raghuvansh, 
had married her out of compassion. He and Nirmal strike up a friendship and they are 
repeatedly compared to a Greek philosopher and a Roman conqueror, respectively. 
Nirmal, who is not only impotent but also lame, builds the tallest skyscraper in 
Calcutta, thirty stories high, and names it Kalyani Mansion; it is black like himself 
and its compensatory symbolism is pretty obvious. 

Eight years later, he marries a divorcée, Shirin Salzberg. Shirin is literally and 
metaphorically half-Indian, half-Western. Daughter of a Christian father and a 
Jewish mother, she is turned against men by her mother’s complaints of her father’s 
sexual inconsiderateness and further by her mother’s death during the birth of her 
younger sister. As teenagers Shirin and her sister develop a lesbian relationship with 
one another, and work as nightclub singers. Shirin dresses in Western clothes and 
sings English songs onstage. Following her first marriage, she lives for a couple of 
years in Europe, where she learns to drink and gamble. Nirmal remains impotent 
after marriage and punishes his wife by mauling her and covering her with bruises. 
She masturbates and turns to lesbianism, which is described as “Self-love! If one 
does not get the love of the Other, what else can one do?” (108). 

Shirin drowns her sorrows in alcohol, in gazing at a lesbian painting in her bed- 
room, and finally, in an affair with Kalyani’s eighteen-year-old daughter Priya. One 
day Priya remonstrates with Nirmal about his mistreatment of Shirin. At this point, 
the narrator intervenes with a description of Priya and Shirin’s ineffective love- 
making, which is described as that of two fishes swimming in a dark void: 


The fish swim in the dark, and leap up to catch one another. But they have no arms. 
The fish throb to embrace one another, but they have no feet. ... One fish says: 
‘Come closer, drink me with your lips. Put your tongue in my lips. Keep rubbing 
me with your body. I am dying...” 

The other fish says, ‘I am dying. Break my bones. Bite my lips with your teeth. 
Kill me—I want to die.’ 

But it is not easy to die when one wants to. The fish remain alive even while 
they are dying. Because a man is alive in the hearts of both. Only one man. His 
name is Nirmal Padmavat. Although he is not near, Nirmal Padmavat stands in 
Shirin’s and Priya’s hearts like a black bronze statue, smiling. Two lesbian {che 
English word /esbian is used here] women and in both their hearts, both their minds, 
every part of their bodies, is a bronze statue. (121-22) 


This description is followed immediately and without explanation by a catalog of 
Western literature about lesbians. It begins with the Marquis de Sade and contin- 
ues through Honoré de Balzac, Thomas Hardy, and a heavily distorted summary of 
The Well of Loneliness, concluding with a quote from Carol Hales’s 1953 novel Wind 
Women. After thus framing both lesbianism and male impotence as being caused 
by the West, the text proceeds to cure both through indigenous heterosexuality. 
Priya’s remonstrations with Nirmal, whom she terms a “wild beast,” recall to him 
her mother Kalyani’s taunts. Nirmal chen rapes her repeatedly while forcing her to 
drink rum. When she emerges from his house late at night, her clothes are in tat- 
ters, covered with blood and vomit, and her body is bruised and torn. On Nirmal’s 
orders, a servant drives her home. 
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When she recovers, her father suggests that she go to meet Nirmal but she 
refuses. Her father then commits suicide, leaving a letter for Nirmal, in which he 
tells him that Kalyani always loved Nirmal. He adds: “I too have loved you.... 
When you married Shirin I felt sorry for you. Shirin was a ‘homosexual!’ [in English}. 
Her first husband Vishwajit Mehta had brought her to me many times. I had no 
cure so I sent her to other doctors though she didn’t want to go. The life she led 
was dear to her. Girls were dear to her” (134). 

The letter goes on to argue that because Shirin could not give her womanhood 
to Nirmal, he could not become an ordinary man. “There is no happiness greater 
than thar of being an ordinary man, Nirmal. ... To be out of the ordinary, to be 
‘abnormal’ [in English) is easy. ... A little intoxication of wealth, somewhat out- 
of-control sexual desire, a few antisocial and unethical acts make a man ‘abnormal.’ 
Ie is difficult to be ordinary” (135). He adds that Priya, by becoming the prey of 
Nirmal’s beastliness, has made Nirmal a man. He does not regret Nirmal’s having 
repeatedly raped Priya because this has cured not only Nirmal but also Priya, who 
had become homosexual in Shirin’s company: “Only this type of demonic behav- 
jor could have made her an ordinary woman again. Now she is not ill. She is healehy 
and natural” (136). 

Priya’s father wills all his property co his hospital, leaving his daughter penni- 
less. Nirmal carries the corpse co cremation, and Priya mentally salutes Nirmal. He 
then loses all his property because he refuses to bribe corrupt income tax authori- 
ties. He saves only Kalyani Mansion, which he gives to Priya. Now entirely free of 
Western capitalism and of impotence, he returns to his wife and has sex with her. 
Next morning, she wakes up singing a song about a dead fish that comes to life in 
the monsoon. The stamp of a specifically Indian heterosexuality is placed on this 
supposedly happy ending: “Shirin has tied her long black tresses into a Manipuri 
bun. In her hair parting she has made a thick bloodline—sindoor. A thick line of 
sindoor shines and Shirin Padmavat's whole face glows. In this glow is modesty and 
pride! And also compassion!” (149). 

In this novel the West generally, and the United States specifically, are the main 
causes of evil—corrupt sexuality is depicted as a symptom of capitalism and neo- 
colonialism. In the tradition of Nehruvian Soviet-leaning socialist opposition to 
the West, especially the United States, indigenous Indian business is contrasted 
with U.S. capitalism. Heterosexuality is identified with India and perverted sexu- 
ality with che States. Nirmal’s mentor, a traditional Indian businessman named 
Niyogi, is a self-made man who, from the age of twelve, has supported his wid- 
owed mother and siblings. He is one of the few Indian businessmen who has never 
visited the States and who preaches against U.S. capital in Calcutta’s chambers of 
commerce. He warns that having gotten rid of British colonialism, India will 
become enslaved to chose capitalist countries who buy her economy by giving her 
technology, education, weapons, consumer goods, and aid. He insists chat all the 
capital and technology invested in India should be of Indian origin. 

Nirmal’s loss of his potency in the United States through his relations with the 
Westernized Kalyani signifies the loss of Indian manhood both economically and 
sexually. In New York, the distraught Kalyani writes out a list of the main features 
of contemporary U.S. culture and tacks it up on her wall. The list consists of nine 
items: “1. blue films 2. jazz music and Negro girls 3. Dale Carnegie 4. Tennessee 
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Williams's plays 5. yellow journalism 6. Marilyn Monroe 7. pubs and dirty coffee 
houses 8. the fear of communism 9. skyscrapers” (52-53). Nirmal’s attempt to 
regain his manhood by achieving success as a capitalist is symbolized by the sky- 
scraper he builds in Calcutta. This phallic skyscraper is futile because it becomes 
the site for his wife’s lesbian affairs and his own impotence. He truly regains his 
manhood only when he renounces capitalism and the skyscraper, at the same time 
regaining his potency and destroying lesbianism. 

While Ugra’s claim to be “revolutionary” was upheld by only a minority of Hindi 
litterateurs, with the majority terming his writings about homosexuality obscene, 
in Rajkamal Chaudhuri’s case the situation was reversed. A few considered his writ- 
ings obscene but most Hindi litterateurs termed them “revolutionary.” Where 
Ugra’s stories figure homosexuality as an integral and perhaps ineradicable part of 
indigenous urban life (with Muslims sited, however uneasily, as indigenous), 
Chaudhuri’s novel figures homosexuality as directly originating in the West, and 
demonstrates how the Indian city should be purged of it. Another crucial differ- 
ence is that Ugra's characters are shown as thoroughly enjoying homosexual rela- 
tions, while Chaudhuri’s characters are depicted as agonized rather than pleasured 
by homosexual sex. Chaudhuri’s representation and rhetoric formed a perfect fit 
with the Hindi literary world’s anti-Western nationalism. Commentators charac- 
terized his writings as exposés of the emptiness and perversity of upper-middle- 
class urban Indian life, influenced by Western capitalism. 

Ic is important to point out here that che worlds of English and Hindi in modern 
India are far from separate. Many readers are bilingual, just as were those litterateurs 
in the late 1920s who wrote about Chocolate in Hindi newspapers and also read 
Leonard Woolf and Gilbert Murray in the Nation. Most Hindi literary critics 
throughout the cwentieth century were bilingual urbanites. For example, Mohanlal 
Ratnakar, an Ugra expert, taught at a Delhi University college in the 1970s. He sup- 
ports Ugra for “proving that same-sex eroticism is a terrible sin.”22 Another critic, 
Madhu Dhar, also urban and bilingual, refers to homosexuality as “unnatural forni- 
cation” in his book on Ugra, which is based on his Ph.D. dissertation at Jodhpur 
University.23 These lare-twentieth-century critics use a term, samlingi rati, that now 
appears in Hindi dictionaries as a translation of “homosexuality but was not in use in 
the 1920s and ‘30s when the Chocolate controversy occurred. These critics’ access to 
English-Hindi dictionaries that participate in a new discourse of homosexuality does 
not lead them to take a less homophobic view than Ugra or Chaturvedi did, yet read- 
ers like chem have not so far objected to most of the English-language advertisements 
that figure urban Indians as homoerotically inclined. This could be because of differ- 
ent generic expectations. 


The Hybrid Indian 

The inscription of the West is not as fraught in Indian advertisements as it is in 
Indian fiction since ads are not didactic in the way that much Indian fiction, with its 
genesis in the period of national struggle, tends to be. The purpose of an ad is to sell, 
not to educate, and these ads sell products that are clearly marked as Western or 
Westernized, that being one of their attractions. Furthermore, an advertisement oper- 
ates on the premise that for options to be available to the reader is a good thing. 
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Literature, whether Indian or Western, does not always operate on such a premise: 
Ugra’s opponents explicitly claimed that the option of reading obscene literature 
should not be available to readers. 

English-language advertisements in Indian newspapers and magazines in the 
1980s and '90s often have a subtext that represents homoeroticism as a seamless 
part of urban middle-class life. In these ads homoeroticism is not relegated to the 
underworld or to premarital college life; it is integrated with icons of professional 
middle-class aspiration. For the bilingual urban middle class, a complete repudi- 
ation of the West is neither possible nor desirable. At the same time, a new confi- 
dent nationalism is evident in the way this class uses English (liberally intermixing 
it with Indian-language words), and integrates Western influences into its hybrid 
culture. Examples of this hybridization include the way the Indian urban elite com- 
fortably wears Indian as well as Western clothing, and adds Western dishes to its 
preponderantly Indian diet or spices up Chinese and Western cuisine to suit its 
palate. An even more interesting example of the way Western products get modified 
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to suit Indian cultural requirements is that in India both Wimpy’s and McDonald's 
prominently display notices stating that they do not serve either beef or pork. Both 
have also devised a number of vegetarian meals and snacks, in complete contrast 
to the fare available in their U.S. outlets. 

While differing reader expectations play a role in the figuring of homosexual- 
ity in fiction and in advertisements, the different conditions of production are also 
important. For a fiction writer, writing about homosexuality inevitably triggers 
anxieties about being read as homosexual oneself. But the copywriter of an adver- 
tisement is completely anonymous: since an advertisement is not a signed text, he 
can afford to be much more playful and daring if the ad can somehow get past the 
boss and into print. 

Modern Indian advertisements strongly suggest that as many options as possi- 
ble should be available to the individual. This suggestion functions as enabling for 
the representation of homoeroticism. In my favorite, an early-1980s Calico ad for 
its Caliber suitings line (see fig. 9.1), the attitude apparently being marketed is 
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that of the individual male’s confidence in his ability to make choices as an 
autonomous self with a distinctive temperament. However, the visual images of the 
closet door swinging open and the delicately handsome young man wearing a bow 
tie, accompanied by the tagline “what some men look for in other men,” may sug- 
gest to some sections of the readership that one of the possible choices the suiting 
will aid them to make is very specific. The ad also plays on the word calibre/caliber 
suggesting that not only those who wear the suiting but also perhaps another group 
of men constitute an elite with a special calibre. 

Like lyric poems, ads of this type use suggestion rather than statement to attract 
the reader. A directly sexual image can often be counterproductive because the 
reader may remember che image but not connect it with the product. In addition, 
explicitly sexual images in Indian ads have often been attacked as obscene by 
women’s organizations on both the right and the left. One example is the 1990s 
Tuffs shoes ad where a nude male model and female model were shown embrac- 
ing in profile, with a snake wrapped around them. Another example is the 1990s 


Figure 9.2 

This ad appeared 
in several maga- 
zines and on bill- 
boards in the lace 
1990s. 


Homophobic Fiction/Homoerotic Advertising 141 


Chelsea jeans ad in which two women in jeans and leather embrace each other next 
to their motorbike and the tagline reads “F*** off Leave Us Alone” (see fig. 9,2).24 
Significantly, in both these ads the images are completely Western, not a hybrid 
Western Indianness. In the Tuffs ad, nudity removes markers of nationality and 
culture while the snake evokes Adam and Eve. In che Chelsea jeans ad, nothing 
in the black-and-white visual suggests Indianness. Explicitness and lack of hybrid- 
ity both set off the alarm signals. 

In contrast, a 1990s ad for Contessa cars (see fig. 9.3) is noteworthy for its seam- 
less integration of a Western icon into a narrative worded in wonderfully Indian 
English (phrases like “known him all along” and “on our first round of beers”). 
The domestic scene of the two men chatting outside their homes is noticeably 
devoid of any markers of heterosexuality—no wives or children appear either in 
picture or text. One man’s attraction to the other finds its consummation in the 
ambiguous last line: “And he turned out to be just the kind of person I'd built a 
mental picture of when I first saw him.” The cleverness of this line consists in the 
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phrase “just the kind of person.” which for many readers would mean “a nice per- 
son” but for some readers might suggest a more specific meaning. 

A late-1990s Rivolta underwear ad risks a little more in its wording (see fig. 
9.4). Apparently making a comparison only between two types of comfort level— 
that with the boss and that at the end of a long hot day (the heat level in the office 
signals che Indianness of the setting)—the text manages to suggest much more: 


A simple gesture (let's face it) could have its share of complex undertones. And so 
while you continue to wrestle with the eternal “To schmooze/Or not to schmooze 
with the boss” dilemma, the good news is that progress/change seem to have done 
their bit on another front: your underwear.” 


The gender of the boss is revealed only in the last line: “Even if it’s the boss him- 
self who happens to be reading this.” This line is followed by che slogan “Undress 
code for men.” By connecting attractive underwear not with dressing but with 
undressing, in a context that never mentions a woman but only mentions a fraught 
relationship between men, in which one man needs to please the other, the ad 
places its suggestiveness in a nonheterosexual context. 

Several other ads in the 1990s work by eliding the gender of the speaker and/or 
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implied viewer, thus managing to appeal ro both heterosexual and homosexual 
readers, A good example is the Ray-Ban sunglasses ad (see fig. 9.5). At first glance, 
one might make the heterosexist assumption that the “I” is a woman and the man 
smiling flirtatiously in the visual is the “him” she sees. But a closer reading shows 
chat clues have been built in to make the ad work almost like a puzzle. The “him” 
is described as wearing a tie, but the man in the visual is not wearing one. The 
“him” does not wear a Ray-Ban, which is how the “I” can outdo him. Since the 
man in the visual is wearing a Ray-Ban, be must be the “I”! 

A Bombay Dyeing ad for bed sheets shows one woman lying in bed, the sheet 
pulled up to her underarms, another stepping off the bed with a sheet draped around 
her unclothed body. Pall Mall, a men’s clothing shop based in South Extension, a 
posh neighborhood in New Delhi, accompanies its visual of rwo sherry glasses 
touching one another with the copy: “For Men. Who Charm Other Men. And Their 
Women” (see fig. 9.6). As is evident from this list, this kind of ad is put out both 
by Indian business (Bombay Dyeing) and by foreign business based in India. 
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Among other homoerotic ads are those of Calvin Klein, and Newport Jeans, 
showing groups of men, some dressed, some undressed, posing together and smil- 
ingly admiring one another (see fig 9.7). 

It would be easy but somewhat reductive to argue that the Ugra and Chughtai 
controversies were fueled by a type of defensive nationalism that is replaced by a 
new internationalism in postliberalization, independent India. In fact, the argu- 
ments used to denounce Ugra’s and Chughtai’s writings in the 1930s and 40s are 
almost exactly the same as chose used by the Shiv Sena to denounce Deepa Mehta's 
Fire in the late 1990s. However, the Shiv Sena, whose primary base consists of the 
urban lower middle class, the urban poor, and sections of the peasantry, found its 
arguments for censorship of Fire decisively rejected by the bilingual, educated mid- 
dle class in the big cities as also, somewhat reluctantly, by the Bharatiya Janata 
Party government at the center. Thus, it may be arguable that the class base of the 
kind of defensive nationalism that claims indigenous purity is shifting. Also, the 
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attitude displayed in the advertisements analyzed above is not merely or even pri- 
marily internationalism. Rather, it is a new type of confident nationalism that 
aggressively asserts its right to the hybrid pleasures of Indian bed sheets and 


Contessa cars as also of charming both women and men. 


‘These ads simultaneously refigure Indian manhood and womanhood as not exclu- 
sively heterosexual (or homosexual) and not exclusively Indian (or Western). The 
blurring of sexual categories involves a blurring of national or cultural boundaries, 
and in both cases the claim to a homogenized and unified purity of identity is given 
up. These ads, like the ultimate outcome of the Fire controversy, suggest that the 
rapidly growing urban, bilingual Indian middle class, with its many transnational 
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affiliations, has the confidence to partake of such a blurring and enjoys its access to 
choices, despite temporary outbreaks of moral panic. 

It is an interesting paradox chat if India’s first major encounter with the mod- 
ern West, via British colonialism, was the primary source of a new kind of homo- 
phobia visible in ewentieth-century Indian texts, another kind of encounter between 
independent India and the West may now be fostering challenges to that homo- 
phobia both in self-consciously gay-and-lesbian-produced texts, and in more main- 
stream texts like these advertisements. 


Homophobic Fiction/Homoerotic Advertising 147 


PORT JEANSWEAR. 
r Takes To Loox Goop. 


arty 


JEANSWEAR 


Your Styvus, Orr Var’, 


Notes 

1. Iam grateful ro Saleem Kidwai for suggesting this heading. 

2. This text did excite some controversy, but not the same degree of acrimony as that excited 
by Chocolate. It has been translated into English by V. Abdulla in Vaikom Muhammad 
Basheer, Poovan Banana and Other Stories (Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1994). 

3. This is a reversal of the precolonial pattern in which male homoeroticism was much 
more frequently represented, as in Urdu poetry. A major cause of the reversal was the 
anxiety induced by colonial attacks on Indian masculinity. See Ashis Nandy, The Intimate 
Enemy (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983). 

4. See, for example, Nirmala Deshpande’s Marathi story, “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” V. T. 
Nandakumar's Malayalam novel Rantu Penkuttikal (Two Girls), and Ismat Chughtai’s 
Urdu novel Tebri Lakeer (The Crooked Line). Extracts from all three appear in English 
translation in Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai, eds., Same-Sex Love in India: Readings from 
Literature and History (New York: St Martin's Press, 2000), 327-31, 311-17, and 
283-86, respectively. 

5. These stories are Kamala Das, “The Sandal Trees” (Malayalam), Shobhana Siddique, “Full 
to the Brim” (Hindi), K. C. Das, “Sarama’s Romance” (Oriya), and a recent story by 
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Sukirat Anand, “The Sexual Exile” (Punjabi). The first has been translated by V. C. 
Ummer Harris and C. K. Mohamed Ummer in The Sandal Trees and Other Stories 
(Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1995); the second and third appear in English transla- 
tion in Vanita and Kidwai, eds., Same-Sex Love in India, 304-10 and 298-300. 


. See, for example, Vijay Tendulkar's play Mitrachi Gesbtha (Mitra's Story), extracts of which 


are translated in Vanita and Kidwai, eds., Same-Sex Love in India, 332-35. 


. Bani Ray, “Sappho,” English translation in Enakshi Chatterjee, ed., An Anthology of 


Modern Bengali Short Stories (Calcutta: Prayer Books, 1977). 
Shobha De, Strange Obsession (New Delhi: Penguin India, 1992). 


). Ajeet Kaur, “Aak ke Phool,” Hindi translation, in Kaley Kwen (New Delhi: Kitabghar, 


1995), 36-64. 


). For an English cranslation of Detha's “Dohri Joon,” see Vanita and Kidwai, eds., Same- 


Sex Love in India, 318-24. 


. Ugra, Chocolate (Calcutta: Tandon Brothers, 1953). All references are to this edition and 


are hereafter cited parenthetically in the text. Translations from Hindi are mine. Some 
parts of my analysis appeared in Vanita and Kidwai, eds., Same-Sex Love in India, 246-52. 


. Ugra’s foreword, “Kaiphiyat,” in Chocolate (1953), pages ha to ja, 
|. Ratnakar Pandey, Ugra aur Unka Sabitya (Varanasi: Nagaripracharini Sabha, Samvat 


2026 [1969 c.£.}), 258. 


|. Premchand opined that homosexuality should be combated in pamphlets, not in liter- 


ature, whose ideals should be kept pure; Pandey, Ugra, 266-67. 


. Ibid., 261. 
|. The term chocolate currently has homoerotic resonances in other cultures; cf. the Cuban 


film Strawberries and Chocolate (1993) and the American film Better than Chocolate (1999). 


. Vanita and Kidwai, eds., Same-Sex Love in India, 119-25. 

. Ibid., 201, 

. Padma Singh Sharma, editorial, Vishal Bharat 2, no. 1 (Shravan Samvat 1985), 132. 
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What Mrs. Besahara Saw 
Reflections on the Gay Goonda 


Lawrence Cohen 


Preface: The Wife, Her Husband, Their Television, 
and a Lumpen Lover 


In 1989, the glossy Indian magazine Society published a spoof of contemporary 
advertising slogans. Various lines and jingles designed to promote brand iden- 
tification were turned on their head for supplemental, usually sexual meaning, 
with suggestive photographs to match. A television ad exhorting “Trust Your 
Eyes Only” became bedroom farce. Mrs. Masoom Besahara, literally Mrs. 
Innocent Without Support, goes into her bedroom carrying the new television 
set she has chosen, and finds her husband Bijoy (spelled “Bi-Joy”) in bed with 
another man, Embarrassed, Bi-Joy leaps out of bed and pulls on his pants. His 
wife, in shock, drops the TV. 

‘The old set had jiggled in all the wrong places; the ad copy intimates a threat 
to the marriage. Husband and wife each seek solace elsewhere. The television 
embraced by Mrs. Besahara is nondescript; the male lover embraced by her hus- 
band is not. He is thin, wiry, and muscled; has a beard, and a string amulet 
around his neck; and stares nonchalantly, with evident disdain, at che triangu- 
lar chaos of husband, wife, and television. Signifiably working class, perhaps a 
servant or hustler, he foreshadows a repeated query in elite women’s magazines 
of the 1990s: What to do with gay husbands who sleep with male servants or 
tradesmen. The magazine Savvy, for example, after a largely supportive 1997 fea- 
ture on the mother of Mumbai [Bombay] gay activist Ashok Row Kavi, turned, 
in the next issue, to a more critical cover story with the headline “I found my 
husband in bed with the tailor!” The theme is common and the problem— 
women with “gay husbands” in a society where marriages are often arranged and 
divorce is frowned upon—was clearly a recognizable, for some painful, and for 
many an eagerly consumable story. 

That tailors or domestic servants, like drivers, are the usual third figure in 
these triangles presents a series of questions not immediately in the foreground 
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of such exposés, more concerned as they are with disastrous husbands and the dis- 
honest in-laws who support them. In the Society spoof, the other man, unlike Bi- 
joy, is not threatened by exposure. Tough, insouciant, and sexual with men, his 
figure draws upon a variety of sources, one of which I will focus on here and which 
we might provisionally call the gay goonda. Goonda, from which stems the English 
goon, is a tough guy, a hired chug or lumpen character. Gay here is offered as a provo- 
cation, in anticipation of its usage in some of the texts and situations that follow. 
In the 1990s many activists and health workers in India and Bangladesh came to 
question the usefulness of gay as an identity for most men outside the English- 
speaking elite; their critique differed from an anticolonial rather than class-focused 
1980s concern that gay was a Western import and thus culturally inauthentic. The 
recent emergence of new and contested terms like Aothi to replace gay has drawn on 
both of these critiques, of inauthenticity and elitism, in service of the imperative 
of HIV prevention as public health good and lynchpin of transnational non- 
governmental organizations governance.! 

Such “antigay” critique, building as it does on a generation of men with poor or 
no command of English who have cried but failed to assimilate into the new gay 
groups, is for many cogent and timely. Yet gay floats and persists as a mode of con- 
temporary signification in India and comes to rest far from the globalizing and elite 
“gay groups” of the AIDS era.? The goonda, with his violent logic of class mobil- 
ity, and the signifiably middle-class Mr. and Mrs. Besahara struggling over their 
jiggling commodity prostheses, turn out to be recognizable figures in the career of 
the gay I trace here. Locating and analyzing them may help us trace a broader 
deployment of the sexual that reassembles fragments of kingship to engage the split 
political subject of modernity. What I mean by this split subject will become clear 
through a series of interpretive exercises. 

These exercises will focus on the goonda, and will return to the Besaharas, their 
television, and the commodity only in closing. 


Figures of Excess 

No Limits 

Bhaitu, an ad executive and friend in Calcutta, once confided in me his thoughts 
on gay people. This was in 1985, when Bhaitu was still an unmarried engineering 
student and I was a medical student who thought of myself as fairly straight. “Gays 
have no /imits,” I recall him saying, though to be fair the words he used are dimly 
remembered fifteen years later. I asked him what he meant, and he surprised me. 
“I'm single,” Bhaitu said. “And it’s hard to meet girls in Calcutta the way you do 
in the States. But I don’t go after guys the way gays do. I have self-control.” 

T asked Bhaitu if according to him all gays were unmarried guys who couldn't 
meet women. Not at all, he told me, and explained. Some guys do it with every- 
one—not just one girl, but many—and some take it further. They visit prosti- 
tutes, or they have sex with men. The same thing held, he was fairly sure, for some 
married men—again, it was a matter of self-control. Consonant with Bhaicu's 
understanding was the idea that almost any man, if he were lacking in a certain 
kind of will, might go for other guys. 
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Three years later, I was in the hostel room of a friend who studied English litera~ 
ture in Allahabad, a city in Uttar Pradesh in north India. I was now calling myself 
gay and pursuing anthropology. The Allahabad friend studied English literature. 
‘We bumped into a young man, barely eighteen and very thin. “He is my room- 
mate, but he more or less lives in the next room,” this friend said. “The next-door 
guy is a big goonda, a chug. The goonda killed someone and is wanted by the police. 
But his father is a politician and the son is carrying on as a student leader. He makes 
my roommate have sex with him.” Maées him? “This guy is his junior by several 
years, and he’s from a small village without money or friends. There’s a lot of this 
in the hostels, older and goonda-type students who get other guys to do these 
things.” 


The Libertine Poet 


The Allahabad University visit was in 1989; four years later, I was beginning a pro- 
ject on AIDS in Varanasi (Banaras), working with MSMs (“men who have sex with 
men”), to use the public health language that graced my research proposals then. 
I spent a fair amount of time with guys who lived in hostels on the campus of 
Banaras Hindu University. Some of them were by common account goonda types, 
and a number of the goondas were doing M.A.s in Hindi. Once, I asked two of 
these guys if they had read much in Hindi on homosexuality. We had been dis- 
cussing the Urdu poet Firaq Gorakhpuri, who had taught at Allahabad University 
and was well known in Banaras. Firaq was a complex figure of libertinage who, in 
these conversations, sometimes called to mind sexual license with women even 
while standing as che classic figure of the exultant and unrepentant lover of young 
men. He was said to have been Jawaharlal Nehru’s teacher when Nehru was a stu- 
dent. Pungent couplets were attributed to the poet, telling of his seduction of the 
future prime minister. 

The question surprised them—they knew I was writing about homosexuality, 
bue they hadn't realized I was in search of texts. The conversation turned to girls. 
One said, “We know a shopkeeper who can tell you what to read.” 


ANovel 


The shopkeeper recommended a book I have written of elsewhere, Amarkant’s 1956 
Hindi novel Sukha Patta, written in the form of a memoir.3 Amarkant belonged to 
the Hindi and English literary worlds in Allahabad that overlapped with those of 
Firaq and of my Allahabad friend’s teachers. Sukha Patta was reprinted in an inex- 
pensive paperback by a major publishing house, Rajkamal Prakashan, and was 
widely available. It opens with the adolescent narrator Krishna trying to act tough 
to be seen as a real man. It was 1943, Krishna tells the reader, and a time and place 
in which you were seen either as beautiful (sundar) or as manly, but never as both. 
‘To be respected as a real man, you had to be strong, pick fights, speak local Bhojpuri 
and not refined Hindi, and do everything you could to prove you were not a well- 
mannered, well-groomed, and well-schooled wimp. On the one side was a form of 
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self-styling steeped in local language and habit and resistant to being rationalized, 
nationalized, or modernized; on the other was an alternate form that promised rev- 
olutionary change but threatened abjection. Krishna and his friends embraced the 
local and styled themselves as goondas-in-training. All took on projects of manli- 
ness: Krishna skipped school, another friend made his own explosives, and a third 
tried to seduce every girl and boy. 


Carnival 


This figure of rough and criminal manliness extending to the seduction of everything, 
signifying lack of control to my friend Bhaitu but a defense against new and possibly 
alienating forms of national and modern habit in Amarkant’s novel, is in at least one 
variant of local Banaras slang given a name: mabaland, “supercock.” During the 
spring Hindu festival of Holi in many north Indian cities, organized gatherings or 
publications of local poets overturn everyday convention and poke ribald fun at polit- 
ical and social leaders. This carnival genre is known as gali, or “abuse.” 

Banaras Holi is known to be distinctive, its jokes operating not only within the 
logic of what is sometimes termed barbi “line"—the big line of sex, between men 
and women—but also the more carnivalesque mode of chboti “line"—the little line 
between men. A male figure marked as the janata, “the people,” is penetrated by a 
familiar set of predators—the police, the politician. Each year the Hindi tabloid 
press surreptitiously publishes chapbooks with pages of poetic abuses—often attrib- 
uted to the master libertine, Firaq—along with grainy photos and cartoons. 
Mahaland appears in cartoons and abuses, a wild phallic hero that mocks political 
order and everyday pretense and has access to innumerable women. Some cartoons 
identify him with Firaq.4 

The Banaras abuses and chapbooks produced each Holi call attention to their 
own localness. Many of the pseudonymous poets have titles that end with “Banarsi,” 
meaning “resident of Banaras”; their language is exquisitely local, Banarsi Boli, the 
mark, Krishna tells us in Sukha Patta, of manly speech. In similar Holi chapbooks 
produced less regularly in the city of Lucknow (also in Uttar Pradesh bu farther 
to che north and west than Banaras and Allahabad) derhi line cartoons and abuses 
predominate. Politics are less likely to be framed as akin to sex between men, and 
caricatures of primarily male politicians are grafted onto female bodies. However, 
many of the chboti line cartoons from the Banaras chapbooks are borrowed and 
reprinted—the localness of Banaras offers a translocal value, and travels. 


Landlords and Pathans 


Mahaland is a figure of carnival excess—the logic of the abuse presumes forms of 
everyday abjection for which excess offers a fantastic reversal. In Banaras in the 1980s 
and early 1990s, in many of my conversations not only with local goondas but with 
journalists, academics, and neighbors, a stock figure of excess in its everyday embod- 
iment was the rapacious landowner, particularly across the border in the neighboring 
state of Bihar, to the east. Lucknow journalists in 1997, describing to me the decline 
in political civility in the state capital and the ongoing criminalization of everything, 
referred to the noxious creeping influence of eastern Uttar Pradesh—Banaras, 
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Allahabad, and environs—and Bihar. One way the limitless desire of the Bihari 
landowner, the zemindar, was marked was in his constitution of the sexual object as 
anything that moved. Women, young men, and third-gendered hijras were all at risk 
for a hunger framed as sodomitical —/aundebaazi. History was measured through the 
corruption of a more courtly sovereignty by such excess. 

I had gone to meet the Lucknow journalists to discuss the recent murder of a phys- 
ical education teacher, Gomes, at the famous English-language school La Martiniére, 
A variety of theories had surfaced to explain the murder: the teacher was a drug dealer, 
he was a womanizer, he was involved with unsavory elements chat were turning the 
august school into a den of goondas. All of these were summarized in a headline in The 
Pioneer: “Gomes was a gay.” Sharma, the journalist who wrote the story, was poking 
fun at the profusion of rumors, the teacher's being gay was but the latest feeble 
attempt to write off the crime. But when I spoke with him, he linked the variants 
together. “It’s Pathans,” he said, “from the town of Malihabad.” Moneylenders and 
agents, they were taking over the heroin trade in the region and with their new 
money moving into the city. La Martinitre has been affected, like everything else. 
And the once pastoralist Pathans like boys; rising “goondaism” and homosexuality 
went hand in hand. Malihabad, Ghazipur, much of Bihar—all these Pathan towns are 
infamous, and their particular proclivity is spreading as local black money and the 
drug mafia extend their reach. 

As Sharma put it, “And if you think the Gomes case is bad, you should look at the 
serial killer.” Before 1 could respond to the unexpected comment, Sharma's editor 
came by and asked what I was doing there. When Sharma explained, the editor—a 
sociologist by training, from Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi—pulled me into 
his office. “Don't listen to him,” he said. “It has nothing to do with Pathans. It’s all 
about land tenure. Look, I'm from Punjab. We don’t have that much homosexuality 
there. Not in West Bengal, either. But in eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, the British 
land settlement produced relations of extreme bondage and dependency between 
men, and the result was that this kind of behavior became entrenched as part of local 
political life.” His argument was intriguing, and got me momentarily away from 
Pathans, staple of the colonial homoerotic. Certainly che forms of landlordism that 
the myriad variations on the colonial rule of property set in motion throughout India 
were distinctive. Bihari landowners and others were known to keep /eundas—young 
men for sex—and newspapers reported on the occasional young man who resisted.> 
But genealogical studies of labor servitude in Bihar by scholars like Gyan Prakash 
suggest that neither local cultures of hierarchy and rule nor the British Permanent 
Settlement are in themselves adequate glosses of the embodied logics of domination, 
gentleness, and violence.® But there was no place within critical journalism for laun- 
debaazi ever being other than predation on the one side, desperation on the other. 
Moving away from the origins of local laundebaazi to the interpretive frames that give 
it political force, one confronts the figure of kingship. 


The Inverted Crown 


In reconfiguring Louis Dumont's famous dictum that “the secret of Hinduism may 
be found in the dialogue between the renouncer and the man-in-the-world,” T. N. 
Madan suggested a way of thinking about the normative significance of pleasure 
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and excess.” Madan argues that the Kashmiri Brahman village householders he 
interviewed in the 1950s framed their dharma, their local moral world, not against 
some radical and therefore unachievable renunciate ethic but as a space of negoti- 
ation and practice between renunciation and unregulated pleasure, between yoga and 
bboga. The other pole of daily practice is that of the libertine. Though Madan does 
not draw out the point, the position of libertinage in many textual examples in his 
book Non-Renunciation is that of a king or landholder. 

The analyses of many scholars have led to a conversation around medieval and 
precolonial kingship in which the king is at che symbolic and transactional center 
of a moral and territorial universe stabilized through gift-giving raised to the level 
of an ethic of dissemination. In early and medieval epic and Puranic narrative, sub- 
jects often urge their kings not to renounce but to remain vigorous and youthful, 
maintaining the ideal commonwealth through the mixing of their substance with 
that of the land and its people. In her study of the “temple prostitute” devadasis of 
Puri, Frederique Appfel-Marglin examines the close relations of auspiciousness that 
have linked king and courtesan—against the often inauspicious purity of the 
Brahman or widow. The king’s totalizing ability to mix successfully with all is mir- 
rored in his links to figures like devadasis who stand simultaneously at che impure 
margins and at the auspicious center. 

In Uctar Pradesh and Bihar folklore and popular culture, laundas (Young male 
dancers and prostitutes) and hijras (transgendered prostitute-ascetics) often stand 
in relation to landlords as Marglin’s devadasis do to kings. In the 1989 Bhojpuri 
film Mai (directed by Rajkumar Sharma), a rapacious landlord forces young men 
to flee the village in order to escape bonded labor or worse; one—the hero—returns 
disguised as a launda. The landlord immediately falls for him and brings him into 
the inner sanctum of his home, promising him marriage with flowery words, as he 
has promised various women falsely in the past. The disseminating flow of this 
latter-day king's gift fails, since his ejaculations take instead of giving. But the 
totality of his desire has brought a hero into his house, allowing for the circulation 
of power—the king is killed. 

Ajay Skaria, in his study of Bhil “tribal” history in western India, suggests com- 
pelling links between normative kingship and the wilderness of the margin.? The 
persistent links between landlordism and laundebaazi, like Krishna and his friends’ 
efforts to be socially and sexually aggressive in Sukha Patta so as not to become mar- 
Binalized by a civilized center, recall norms of kingship chat may differ from the 
civilized and centralized body politics of Nehruvian modernity. Thus the pleasure, 
for the Banaras Hindu University goondas, of a couplet in which Firaq the laun- 
debaaz has sex with the future prime minister Nehru. 


The Serial Killer 


I went back to Sharma's office. “Serial killer?” I asked him. Three years earlier, he 
told me, six young men were found strangled in Lucknow, their bodies discovered 
with pants pulled down and the genitals sometimes mutilated, with apparent signs 
of anal penetration. The young men’s corpses were left in prominent locations, nodes 
of power and privilege in the capital city: next to the VIP colony where senior 
bureaucrats lived; outside the state guest house, where senior party men and oppo- 
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sition figures often stayed; by the beautiful gardens where many of the city’s well- 
to-do took their morning constitutionals. The last body was found on the grounds 
of the state capitol building. 

I spent several days in the catacombs of The Pioneer and several other local papers 
hunting down the reports of these 1994 events. As bodies piled up, the primary 
story shifted from random killings of poor and unknown men to a “gay killer” to 
the activities of a criminal gang. Then a white Ambassador car was sighted in the 
proximity of one body, and other accounts of the murder vehicle began to circu- 
late. Cars of this color and make were not only the most common vehicles for hire 
in Lucknow at that time, they were the VIP cars senior politicians and bureaucrats 
used for official business, Minor chaos reigned. A driver was arrested and prodded 
to confess that his boss, a minister, had ordered the rapes and killings. In the papers 
I read, the politician in question was not named, and the story disappeared rather 
suddenly, with the case never resolved nor closed. 

In the next few years two mystery novels by white North Americans featured 
the serial killing in Bombay of Indian male prostitutes or hijras.!° I interviewed 
one of the authors; he had never heard of the Lucknow killings but wanted to use 
violence against poor gay men to exemplify how “cheap” life in India could be. The 
novels were rather close to one another in their details; one author had sued the 
other, but lost. 


The MLA 


Few in Lucknow thought of the killings as sustained attacks on “gay men”—the 
victims were young and poor, doing what either youth or necessity or both 
demanded. But many in the city were confident they knew who the politician and 
his supporters were. Several names of state parliamentarians, or MLAs, were brought 
up, one of which was Reoti Raman Singh. Uttar Pradesh chief minister Mulayam 
Singh Yadav of the Samajwadi Party had brought his former enemy Reoti over from 
the rival Janata Dal with che promise of a ministry. Political journalist Seema Mustafa 
noted, three years later, how Mulayam bided his time in seeking revenge, writing, 
“Later, he wooed Singh, promising him the moon, so much so that the latter was 
mesmerised into leaving the Janata Dal and joining the Samajwadi Party. He has 
not been heard of again. Shortly after he joined his name was dragged into a sodomy- 
murder scandal that had hit Lucknow at the time and Reoti Raman Singh literally 
went into political oblivion.”!! The suggestion was that the sodomitical serial killer 
was created, or at least appropriated, by the chief minister himself. Mustafa has had 
Janata Dal ties, so her discussion here of Mulayam might be taken with a grain of 
sale. Whatever did happen, what stuck was that it made sense, to many of the inhab- 
itants of Lucknow I interviewed in 1997, that a political leader would create a state 
scandal by leaving the penetrated, throttled, and almost castrated bodies of insignif- 
icant young men in places of record. I could be writing a mystery. 


The Contractor 


In Makarand Paranjape’s 1995 novel The Narrator, a professor of English in 
Hyderabad named Rahul, bored with his conventional marriage and career, tells of 
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being confronted with his alter ego in the person of one Badri, a wealthy self-made 
contractor who maims and kills when he deems it necessary, yet plans to write a 
successful Hindi film screenplay. Recognizing his culcural and class limitations and 
seeking help in turning his ideas and experience into saleable narrative, Badri seeks 
out Rahul, authorized master of the language of rule. The professor is both scared 
and attracted by Badri, who lives in the far more real and palpable “other” India 
that Rahul has managed to skirt through middle-class discipline. Throughout his 
life, Rahul has avoided following his passions, allowing a fantasy double named 
Baddy (short for Libido) to take the risks, kiss the girls, and write the searing texts 
he defers. 

Desire, relegated to Baddy’s crass moves with girls, also persists in Rahul's mem- 
ory as a gentle adolescent longing for a visiting “beautiful English boy, Jerry 
Collier,” a missionary’s son. Jerry “looked so much like a girl that everyone was 
excited having him in our midst.” When the young Rahul shyly cakes his hand, 
Jerry tells him that “ever since I've joined this school the boys are always trying to 
get me into their beds. They hug me, kiss, and try to fondle me.” The narrator 
apologizes, but Jerry continues, “I know all about sex and homosexuality. It's per- 
fectly natural, provided people know what they are about. But I have my limits. I 
let people hold my hand. Sometimes, ! let them kiss me too. But not on the lips. 
Only on my cheeks.”!2 Rahul is allowed the privilege, after which he notes, “I felt 
I had kissed Cinderella.” 

In Badri, Baddy’s autoerotic presence is materialized. Badri’s life is as visceral as 
Baddy’s imaginary one. Difference is not feared and banished nor guiltless pleasure 
restricted to the girlish condescension of a white boy. As Paranjape writes, “Badri 
seemed to know that he was different and had reconciled himself ro che fact after 
a lot of pain. And once he had accepted that, he had become a complete person, 
someone who knew what he wanted, knew how co get it, enjoyed it while he had 
it, and didn’t have regrets afterwards. He could feel pleasure without guilr.”!3 

” Whereas for the professor the difference feared is in one sense the undisciplined 
future toward which his own pleasure might have led him, and in another the real 
“Indianness” his middle-class morality and desire to fondle whiteness has kept him 
from, Badri grew up a poor street orphan surrounded by predatory adults. His dif- 
ference is another matter—Badri the dangerous contractor, we are told, is “gay.” 

Badri was “made” gay, sexually used for years as a boy by both his uncle and his 
uncle's daughter, his ugly cousin Meena. In the end, the uncle's rapes were less dis- 
turbing than Meena’s claims of love, for the former were more honest to the real- 
ity of using and being used. Further repetitions in adulthood led him to a vow: 
“From then on, I knew that I would have no home, no wife, no children, no place 
to call my own in this world.” He would live for pleasure, without expectations, 
in the crude honesty of subterranean Indian homosexuality —what you see is what 
you get. 

The gay-identified short-story writer, activist, and Pune-based English profes- 
sor Raj Rao has remarked that The Narrator is not “gay” writing, as Paranjape is 
not able to get into the head of a gay man, to write his specificity and difference.'4 
Badri is not the first gay character to bear the burden of pure exteriority in stand- 
ing for the real. Rahul speaks for the self-consciousness of a class that has displaced 
the violence of its own desires to succeed as renouncers; Badri’s asceticism is forced 
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upon him, materialized in the rape, and his rise to mastery has come through bhoga, 
homosexual rape into homosexual pleasure. 

For Amarkant’s Krishna in Sukbe Patta, the path of manliness is to resist disci- 
plined and effete cosmopolitanism in favor of a polymorphous and aggressive desire. 
Yer Krishna yearns for something more, some impossible combination of discipline 
and force, modernity and masculinity. For a brief moment he finds it in an older 
boy, Manmohan, who is a goonda and yet does well in school, is aggressive and yet 
honorable. The year is 1943, and Krishna recognizes the need for heroes. 
Manmohan, the good goonda, with his perfect marriage of yoga and bhoga, sug- 
gests another Raj, a lost kingship. But Manmohan, it turns out, is in love with 
Krishna, and when he sends the younger boy a love letter Krishna's admiration 
turns to scorn. To attempt to seduce boys may be part of goonda aggression, but to 
desire so vulnerably produces incoherence. The promise of the good goonda dissi- 
pates as Manmohan is revealed as something not yet gay. 

Rahul's moment in history is different. He does not seek heroic kingship and 
has trusted his future to the cosmopolitan renunciation Krishna disparaged. Yet he 
feels, like Krishna, that something is missing, something between the violence out 
there and Baddy in here. The position of the householder is framed not between 
yoga and bhoga as ascetic civility versus violent passion. Civility is a Cinderella 
place—someone else's desire begrudgingly accepting your kisses; but you remain 
a frog. The shared text among everyone else in Rahul's world is not the fairy tale 
but the sensuous Hindi film, and the ascetic position is that of the viewing sub- 
ject, Baddy in heat. Badri’s screenplay links the violence out there to the shared 
male subjectivity of the screen, where heroes abound. The gay goonda internalizes 
the political relation exemplified in carnival—life is about fucking and getting 
fucked. Able co stand on both sides, simultaneously, of the other India beyond 
Rahul's imagination, Badri is the master of the real, like Reoti Raman Singh, 
accused serial sodomitical killer fucked royally by Mulayam Singh Yadav, dis- 
patched into the abjection of the political wilderness only co return, four years later 
in 1998, once again a rising political star. But Singh, if he is anything besides 
Mulayam’s victim, is a user of young men, neofeudal predator and not much of a 
hero for those past the ordeal of civility. 

In the worlds of eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, much asymmetric sex becween 
men—across generational and gendered lines—is not nasty or brutish for the 
launda but pleasurable. Paranjape’s creation of Badri may misrecognize much, but 
it does understand that the redemptive position it would convey by “the gay” refuses 
abjection by the powerful at precisely the site—the gard, the asshole—where 
dominant masculinized narratives of hierarchy locate it. The gay goonda, naming 
his desire for both sides of the relation of force, redeems the political real for the 
middle-class narrator. 


Epilogue: What Mrs. Besahara Saw 


To celebrate the millennium, Mumbai ad magazine The Brief chose a “modern” and 
“fun” topic for its annual contest. Teams were asked to produce an ad for “Bombay's 
first gay bar.”!5 The fantasy bars that emerged bore little resemblance to the var- 
ied night spots men had been seeking out for the previous decade. When I inter- 
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viewed the editor and contest organizer, he said he was trying to find a theme that 
would not be too political. 

In the ten years between Society's parody and The Brief's contest, a number of 
“lesbian” and “gay"-themed advertisements, music videos, and other public texts 
have been created (see Ruth Vanita’s and Shohini Ghosh’s essays in this volume). 
Unlike the more frequent but regional newspaper reports of the sodomitical vio- 
lence of politicians and police, these texts are cosmopolitan, apolitical, and fun. In 
Badri’s crossing over to gay and in Bi-Joy’s assignation with the goonda, these two 
orders of gayness intersect. 

I have used this essay to explore the first order. I have suggested that the sodomit- 
ical and the gay are critical figures of the imagined excess of force and desire out- 
side the ascetic modernity of the middle class. Yet contrary to this excess, these 
figures hold out a barely imaginable position of some other wildness that can 
renounce effete renunciation without a decline into Mahaland, an ever-expanding 
celebration of predatory violence. 

In closing, I offer a brief account of the second order so as to appreciate the 
appearance of che goonda in Rahul's study and Bi-Joy’s bedroom. One way into The 
Brief’s millennial gay bar is to note the centrality of fashion industry reporting to 
Indian urban mass media in the 1990s. Fashion design outsourcing, more than the 
textile and clothing industries that had shifted to smaller cities and production 
units, was central to urban India’s interface with the global economy in the 1990s. 
With che fashion boom, media descriptions of models, designers, shows, and the 
salability of these abroad became ubiquitous. 

In many discussions of the new urban subjects of fashion, same-sex figuration is 
notable. Gay designers are depicted as the new Indian dbermenschen. Refigured male 
flesh, no longer just poor or Brahmanic, is continually on display. Fluff pieces in 
the media appear and reappear, querying scholars and others on the new masculinity. 
On the one side is a new narcissism and an implied retreat from extended family 
values. On the other is a global competitiveness, if not in the Olympics then in an 
infrastructurally more achievable masculine performance. If the luminous figure of 
Fashion India is the international beauty queen, India having garnered many titles 
in che 1990s, her flame less ignites che fuse of male pulchritude than illuminates 
the mirrored surfaces of this new masculinity. And this masculinity is frequently 
framed as somehow “gay,” not gay as sexual orientation but gay as trope for the 
consumption that produces a global style. 

Rachel Dwyer has written of the importance of a new urban middle class in any 
rethinking of Indian public culture.!6 The cosmopolitan order of the gay may fig- 
ure an emerging class identification in reference to new norms and forms in at least 
two ways. I have suggested that the appearance of the “gay ad” is predominantly a 
use of the gay as a figure of global value and of self-refashioning through the 
brand.!7 Bur there is a second way; consumption as a threat, a haunting by some- 
thing else. 

The threat is double. Bi-Joy is found out, and his wife is left “without support.” 
As a literalization of the gay order of consumption, the ad pokes fun at the new 
masculinity, suggesting its inattentiveness to the family. Mrs. Besahara is ultimately 
not served by her husband's new style. The brand and the gay do not offer sabara. 
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Perhaps this is why Savvy was so threatened by the interview with activist Row 
Kavi’s mother—as industry gossip had it—that its editor followed the story in the 
next issue with that of the gay husband in bed with the tailor. Mrs. Row Kavi had 
said that her gay son was the only one of her children to take care of her. 

But the threat is not only the ambivalence to a new relational order of con- 
sumption. The other man in the bed is radically unlike Bi-Joy or his wife. This new 
order implies that everything his presence represents cannot be contained in the 
space of middle-class domesticity. The political real, che unknown yet familiar vio- 
lence pressing on the ramparts of civility, is already close at hand. The global order 
of fashion is suddenly intimate with the global order of heroin. 

Trust your eyes only: domesticity isn’t pretty; no more so than politics. Various 
fragments and memories of sovereignty —Nehruvian civility, family patriarchy, 
Lucknow courtliness, Hindu kingship—seem increasingly illegible, shot through 
with wildness. Neither yoga (as in middle-class renunciation) nor bhoga (as in sov- 
ereignty’s excess, the persistent politics of that other agrarian India that refuses to 
be marginalized by the cosmopolitan center) seems to offer an imaginable ethics. 
In che meeting of the two, in the desabara bed before it is once again split into laun- 
debaazi use-or-get-used predation, or the abjection and weak will of the married 
gay, some possibility continually hovers. 
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A Different Desire, 
a Different Femininity 


Theatrical Transvestism in the Parsi, Gujarati, 
and Marathi Theaters, 1850-1940 


Kathryn Hansen 


Female impersonation, the practice of men playing women's roles, has a long 
history in South Asian theater. In Patanjali’s grammatical text the Mahabhasya 
(ca. 150 B.C.E.), a male actor who plays female roles is described as a bbrukumsa, 
one who “flucters his brows.”! The well-known dramaturgical compendium of 
ancient India, the Natyashastra (second to fourth centuries C.E.) mentions both 
men assuming the woman's character, an impersonation termed rupanusarini 
(“imitative”), and women taking on the man’s role.? Today female imperson- 
ation continues in regional theatrical arts such as the Kathakali of Kerala, the 
Ram Lila of Uttar Pradesh, and numerous local and folk forms.3 As a cus- 
tomary mode of enacting female characters, however, theatrical transvestism 
has vanished from the urban cultural zone. It surfaces in current film and 
drama either in the mimetic representation of the bijra, the transgendered 
social actor (for example, the protagonist of Amol Palekar's 1996 film Dayra 
{The Square Circle} or the minor character who appears during the riots in Mani 
Rathnam's 1995 film Bombay), or as a self-conscious interrogation of the ear- 
lier female impersonator (for example, Anuradha Kapur's 1998 theater piece 
Sundari: An Actor Prepares), 

With this disappearance, a cultural space that valorized cross-gender role play 
and its associated spectatorial pleasures has vanished. Theatrical transvestism not 
only enabled actors to transform their own gender identities but also sustained 
and eventually reworked viewing practices predicated on interest in transgen- 
der identification and the homoerotic gaze. This article excavates the buried trove 
of theatrical transvestism that existed in western urban India in the Parsi, 
Gujarati, and Marathi theaters between approximately 1850 and 1940, Within 
the public culture of that time, female impersonators like Naslu Sarkari, 
Jayshankar Sundari, and Bal Gandharva achieved the renown of a Madhuri Dixit 
or Lata Mangeshkar today. The present essay addresses this phenomenon as the 
historical resurgence of a long-standing practice in the context of late colonial 
cultural formations. It explores the ramifications of theatrical cross-dressing for 
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the constitution of gendered subjectivities, posing questions about homoerotic plea- 
sure and homosexual culture that may be extrapolated to a wider range of spaces 
and times. 

The analysis presented here challenges the time-honored but fundamentally 
homophobic premise that female impersonators were mere surrogates for missing 
women. Although women in the nineteenth century were disenfranchised both as 
social actors and as theatrical performers, my argument is that female imperson- 
ators were desired in their own right, as men who embodied the feminine. Contrary 
to popular notions, they often coexisted with stage actresses and were chosen by 
their fans in preference to them. 

Moreover, these cross-dressed actors, with their huge followings, were vical 
agents in the redesigning of gender relations and roles. They set new standards for 
feminine conduct and fashion, transforming the visual construct of womanhood 
into an image of bourgeois respectability. Simultaneously, female impersonators 
crafted a new sense of the interior person. They formulated attitudes of modesty 
and vulnerability that became the hallmark of the new femininity, paving the way 
for the emergence of the dutiful, demure bharatiya nari (“Indian woman”) of the 
nationalist era. 


Contours of the Bombay Stage 


Soon after 1850, Bombay developed a metropolitan theatrical culture structured 
by the overlapping practices of the Parsi, Gujarati, and Marathi theaters. Alchough 
separated to a certain extent by language, these cheaters shared much beyond their 
orientation toward female impersonation. They participated in a commercial enter- 
tainment economy based on corporate ownership of theatrical companies, which 
arose in tandem with the city’s rapid population growth and prosperity. Music, 
dance, and dramatic entertainments once restricted in circulation by aristocratic 
patronage were transformed into commodities of mass consumption with the rise 
of a bourgeois class and the insticutionalization of public space and leisure time. 
The appropriation of European stage technologies and new styles of drama deep- 
ened the divide between the older representational arena of court and countryside 
and the new public of the metropolis. Impersonations of gender, although contin- 
uous with earlier practices, entered the modern era and assumed meanings specific 
to the reconstituted audience. 

That this audience was not bounded by the geographical perimeters of Bombay 
adds co the importance of the phenomenon for the construction of gendered sub- 
jectivities. Beginning in the 1870s, Parsi theatrical companies routinely traveled 
as far as Madras and Ceylon, Calcutta and Rangoon, Peshawar and Sindh, In each 
locale, companies styled after the Parsi companies sprang up, often adding the glam- 
orous phrase “of Bombay” to their names. Their popularity within the regions 
extended the Parsi theater's impact far beyond the point of origin. Even within 
Bombay the Parsi theater was a broadly based institution whose historical identity 
was never coterminous with the Parsi community.4 Writers, actors, company man- 
agers, musicians, and stagehands belonged to a variety of class, caste, and religious 
backgrounds. Audiences were comprised initially of British officials, the military, 
and wealthy Parsi merchants, soon joined by the growing class of educated profes- 
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sionals, Textile workers, artisans, and small traders formed a large share by the end 
of the nineteenth century, accommodated by low ticket prices that ensured a het- 
erogeneous public. 

Although much has been made of the derivative, colonial character of the Parsi 
theater, largely on account of its fascination with the works of William Shakespeare 
and Victorian stagecraft, che overwhelming majority of the productions were in 
Gujarati, Urdu, and Hindi. Indic poetry and song genres embedded in Sanskritic 
and Persian narratives formed the dominant literary substracum. The stage medium 
was fluid and polyglot; modern forms of the languages had not yet stabilized, and 
the association of community and region with linguistic identity was yet to become 
fixed. Bombay's theater houses, although owned mostly by Parsis, were available 
for use by theater companies regardless of language or community affiliation. Most 
of these were built on Grant Road, in what was rapidly developing into a red light 
district, but the prestigious Gaiety and Novelty theaters near the Victoria railway 
terminus also attracted large audiences. There was much imitation and rivalry 
within the urban theater economy, allowing popular trends like female imperson- 
ation to circulate fluidly. 

The rise of these urban theaters can be directly linked co the desires of the urban 
professional and mercantile classes for “rational amusement” in respectable public 
spaces. Prince Albert's dictum, “Rational entertainment, in which popular amuse- 
ment was combined with moral instruction and intellectual culture,” was printed 
in English and Gujarati translation on the title pages of the earliest Gujarati dra- 
mas to be published.> Authorial prefaces to the plays stressed the efficacy of the 
drama as an instrument of moral improvement. This principle was reinforced by 
the coverage of theater shows in print journalism. Newspapers in English and 
Gujarati carried playbills, synopses, reviews, and letters to the editor on the sub- 
ject of theater, with the explicit intention of building an audience and nurturing 
the theater “in its infancy.” Theatrical discourse thereby allied itself with the adja- 
cent discourses of bourgeois respectability, civic order, and moral reform, and 
patronage of theater became a demonstration of public virtue. 

Theater pioneers, including playwrights, managers, and company owners, were 
careful to demarcate their efforts at constructing a new culture of educative leisure 
in contradistinction to older forms of entertainment. In a Gujarati preface that 
begins by contrasting natak, the Sanskrit term for “drama,” with chetak (“sorcery, 
witchcraft”) playwright Delta takes pains to discriminate between acceptable and 
unacceptable styles of performance: “In short, rather than the black stamp of 
immorality that is slapped on the mind of the viewer by the dance of prostitutes, 
the shows of Mahlaris, and che Bhavai of the folk-players, che blameless amusement 
of cheater enlarges the mind, gladdens the heart, cools the eyes, and speeds moral- 
ity.”6 For Delta, immorality resides in the prevalent styles of popular entertain- 
ment, the nautch (“dance of prostitutes”), the folk drama Bhavai, and the shows of 
itinerant performers such as Mahlaris. Bhavaiyas and Mahlaris were designated as 
low caste primarily because of their occupation as hereditary performers, whereas 
dancing girls were marginalized on account of their violation of normative gender 
codes. Patronizing the shows of such performers, alchough widespread among 
British and Indian elites as well as ordinary people in the eighteenth and early nine- 
teenth centuries, had become at least somewhat stigmatized by 1850. Part of the 
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success of the emergent public theater lay in its ability co offer itself as an alternate 
site of respectable, “blameless” entertainment, in contrast with these increasingly 
denigrated artistic traditions. 

These older practices nonetheless contributed to the spectatorial economy of the 
urban theaters and are salient to an understanding of the changes in theatrical trans- 
vestism that emerge in this period. Actors in Bhavai, a rural folk theater of 
Rajasthan and Gujarat, came from a hereditary caste called the Targalas (also called 
Bhojaks or Nayaks). The Targalas traced their descent to Asaita Thakur, the orig- 
inator of Bhavai, a Brahman who lost his “purity” by dining with a Muslim and an 
untouchable. This narrative of origins asserts the nonhierarchical, nonsectarian char- 
acter of the tradition. Bhavaiyas often targeted moneylenders, priests, and other 
figures of authoricy, bringing a strong flavor of social critique to their skits. Female 
roles in Bhavai were played either by boys or by mature males who specialized in 
female impersonation. Termed anchalias, in reference to the woman's blouse (kan- 
chali) that was worn, these transvestite performers satirized women and male-female 
relations, while delighting audiences with dances such as the ras and garba.7 

Although Bhavai performances were allegedly eschewed for their lewdness, sep- 
aration from Bhavai must have been largely motivated by the desire to mark one’s 
distinction in terms of caste and class. Moreover, the informality of Bhavai con- 
trasted unfavorably with the Parsi theater's elaborate proscenium stage. Buttressed 
by stage technologies that privileged spectacle and realism, dramatic narratives 
were moving toward tight plots divided into fixed acts and scenes. Grandiose melo- 
dramas of ancient glory and virtue, replete with luxurious costumes and large 
painted sets, replaced the rustic satiric thrusts of Bhavai. Nonetheless, continuities 
with older forms remained, particularly in the performative vocabularies of music, 
mime, and movement. Late in the nineteenth century, the Targala community con- 
tributed significantly to the professional urban stage, when talented actors such as 
Jayshankar Sundari, Amritlal Nayak, and others entered the ranks of female imper- 
sonators in the Parsi and Gujarati theaters and achieved extraordinary success. 

‘Tamasha, another regional dramatic tradition, had developed in Maharashtra by 
the lace eighteenth century into a multiact folk drama.® A Persian word signifying 
“entertainment” or “show,” Tamasha incorporated several earlier styles such as 
Gondhal, Povada, and Turra-Kalagi, while increasingly becoming infused wich 
Javani singing and erotic dancing. During the late Peshwa period, female concu- 
bines and slaves were kept at court to perform sexually explicit lavanis in the royal 
playhouses.? Dancing boys (nachya poryas) were also common in Peshwa times, and 
courtesans are said to have learned their melodies and dance movements from 
them.!0 The British takeover in 1818 forced Tamasha performers to seek new 
sources of patronage. Folk theater retreated to rural Maharashtra, where rural land- 
lords patronized it. Whereas earlier it had attracted Brahman performers like Ram 
Joshi, it now became the province of the Mahars and Mangs, two low-caste groups. 
Entering the urban theatrical arena in the nineteenth century, Tamasha still 
employed “effeminate males” in opposition to the ideal of manhood projected in 
the “national theater” of Vishnudas Bhave.'! During the first decades of the twen- 
tiech century, if not before, Tamasha performances had become regular offerings in 
Bombay's gentrified theaters. 
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Dance recitals by women who came to be known as nautch girls formed a cus- 
tomary part of celebrations like birthdays and weddings in Indian aristocratic fam- 
ilies. The practice of holding a nautch (from Hindi nach, “dance”) was adopted by 
the British in the early nineteenth century both for private enjoyment and to honor 
a guest. D. E. Wacha writes of Bombay in the 1860s, “Dancing girls, both Hindu 
and Mahomedan, were invited to enliven every important domestic entertainment 
of a joyous character.” It was a “social duty” for Parsis as well as Hindus and 
Muslims to host such occasions.!? Missionary-led aversion to the nautch took root 
in midcencury and prompted Indian and British elites to look for alternative enter- 
tainments. In the columns of newspapers and letters to the editor, the urban the- 
ater was often proposed as a respectable substitute. Nonetheless, the taint associated 
with the female performer on account of her presumed sexuality and low social ori- 
gins carried over into attitudes toward actresses in the urban theater. The stigma 
accompanying the presence of actresses, who were viewed as prostitutes, was often 
cited as the rationale for the policy of certain theatrical companies to hire only men 
to play female roles. Yet fondness among spectators for erotic genres of song and 
dance such as shumri and ghazal dictated that these items be retained within the 
performative structure of the urban drama. In consequence, female impersonators 
took on the double burden of enacting noble womanly characters even as they inher- 
ited the arts of courtesans. 

The theatrical transvestism of urban Bombay, then, in one sense was formed at 
a point of convergence among older living traditions of erotic performance and gen- 
der impersonation. The kanchalia of Bhavai and the nachya porya of Tamasha, both 
roles that involved male-to-female impersonation, contributed to the reconfigura- 
tion of the accor as woman in che new urban theater. Equally, che female lavani per- 
former and the nautch girl served as templates for the reworking of che performer 
in female guise. While s/he was required, to a great extent, to deliver the same 
kinds of pleasure as these earlier models, the particular moment at which the female 
impersonator entered the Parsi theater required further adjustments to the formu- 
lation of the gendered performer. Before considering these additional attributes, 
however, I examine the explanatory apparatus that is so often given for the phe- 
nomenon of female impersonation. 


Prohibition or Preference? 


The most common reason offered for the prevalence of female impersonation in 
South Asia, as in China and Japan, is that it was a theatrical compulsion imposed 
by the social taboo against women appearing on stage. By the eighteenth century, 
the gendered segregation of public and private spheres forced the seclusion of 
women in the households of socially prominent families. Singing, dancing, and 
other performance arts were relegated to stigmatized classes of women like the 
devadasis of south India, the maharis of Orissa, the naikins of Goa and the western 
coast, and the sewaifs of the north. “Respectable” women were thus at an extreme 
social disadvantage with respect to the stage, and were not only unwilling to become 
actresses but ill equipped for its rigors and lacking in skills. To the question why 
professional performing women were not available to the nineteenth-century pub- 
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lic theater, it is claimed that they kept themselves away from the stage because of 
the excessive degree of publicity, relative to the more private encounter between 
patron and performer in the setting of the kotha or salon. It is also mentioned that 
while professional women were trained in music and dance, they had little by way 
of dramatic experience and required extensive coaching. 

This simplistic notion of men substituting for absent women must be ques- 
tioned. Even in the ancient period, actresses (watebbarya in Patanjali, nati in 
Bharata’s Natyashastra) existed side by side wich female impersonators in theatri- 
cal troupes. Syed Jamil Ahmed documents the presence of both male and female 
performers from the earliest times in Bengal, noting that the gender of the per- 
former was never made to conform to the gender of the character: “both male and 
female performers have portrayed both male and female characters.”!3 In the 
Tamasha, female performers and men performing women’s roles filled comple- 
mentary functions. It is certainly a fallacy chat actresses were unavailable to Parsi 
theater. Actresses were recruited to the Parsi stage as early as 1874, when actor/ 
manager Dadi Patel brought back four begams from the harem in Hyderabad to 
play the parts of the fairies in the Indar Sabba. Khurshed Baliwala, the popular 
actor/manager who led the Victoria Theatrical Company on a number of foreign 
tours, introduced a series of women—DMiss Gohar, Miss Malka, Miss Khatun, Miss 
Fatima—whose courtesan origins were thinly veiled under the anglophilic classi- 
fier Miss.14 

The preferences exercised by publics and patrons for female performers, male- 
to-female impersonators, or both, need to be understood as shifting over time in 
conjunction with strictures relating to caste, class, gender, and codes of morality. 
Historical and regional variations in the popularity of female impersonation are not 
always easy to explain. In Calcutta actresses from the class of rejected and outcast 
women (“prostitutes”) like Binodini Dasi proved their merit to bourgeois audiences 
and directors early on. With the acceptance of actresses in the public theater, female 
impersonation in that city ended in the 1870s. To explain this, Rimli Bhattacharya 
asserts that “change in forms of representation required same-sex impersonation,” 
citing che influential playwright Michael Madhusudan Dutt, who stated that 
“clean-shaven gentlemen just would not do any more” for his heroines.!5 

Yet in western India, where forms of representation were also changing under 
conditions in many ways comparable to chose in Calcutta, female impersonation 
entered a cosmopolitan phase and developed into a beloved art that continued 
through the 1930s. With the arrival of the Anglo-Indian actress Mary Fenton in 
the 1880s, female performers began to compete successfully in the Parsi theater. 
Nonetheless, companies like the Natak Uttejak Mandali and the New Alfred 
employed only female impersonators. The latter banned women from the stage until 
the death of director Sohrabji Ogra in the 1930s. For these companies and their 
audiences, performing women were undesirable rather than unavailable.!6 

The ruse of unavailabiliry may have been constructed to deflect attention from 
the extraordinary popularity of female impersonation. Although correct in acknowl- 
edging che widespread exclusion of women from public life, this explanation con- 
fuses the agency of company managers and publics with chat of performing women. 
The historical record indicates that rather than filling in for absent women, female 
impersonators competed against them for female roles within the theatrical troupe. 
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These roles may have been divided by character type, replacing competition with 
cooperation in certain cases. In any event, it is clear that companies and publics 
made choices about whom they wished to see representing women on stage, and 
they often chose men over women. 

Present-day attempts to naturalize theatrical transvestism as a sociological imper- 
ative suggest an underlying anxiety of more recent origins regarding cross-dressing 
and its implications of effeminacy. Even as a relatively compartmentalized theatri- 
cal practice, female impersonation appears to threaten the construction of mas- 
culinity. Bringing it inco the limelight seems to reinvigorate stereotypes of weakness 
and inferiority among the male population, a bitter legacy of colonial domination. 
As Mrinalini Sinha, Ashis Nandy, Uma Chakravarti, and others have shown, late- 
nineteenth-century Indian reformists responded to British disdain for Indian civi- 
lization and morality, and the concomitant characterization of Indian men as 
effeminate, both by recasting womanhood in the image of Vedic purity and by rein- 
venting a belligerent style of masculinity.'7 T. M. Luhrmann similarly documents 
the process of hypermasculinization among Bombay’s Parsi community, who were 
closely allied with the British in entrepreneurial ventures.!8 The particular kind of 
masculinity cultivated as a defensive strategy during colonial domination has been 
revived and restyled by advocates of Hindu nationalism in the postcolonial period. 
‘Thus the god Rama, the divine hero whose temple in Ayodhya has become a mobi- 
lizing symbol for che right-wing Bharatiya Janata Party, has been widely repre- 
sented in calendar art and visual imagery as a deity with bulging muscles, a 
depiction formerly associated only with his monkey attendant, Hanuman.!9 


Femininity Re-Formed 


I have elsewhere demonstrated how the theatrical representation of women’s roles 
or parts by men’s bodies was crucial to the visual construction of the feminine in 
this period.?° In chat analysis, the effects of theatrical transvestism are understood 
to reach beyond the reification of existing gender boundaries, or the transgression 
of those boundaries for the purpose of generating laughter.2! In the South Asian 
context, where women of status had long been secluded within private domestic 
Spaces, masquerades of gender were productive of new ways of imagining and view- 
ing the female form. Through the transvestite performer, the external look of the 
“woman” was regulated by minute attention to the details of fashion and feminine 
accoutrements. This reworking of the surface was conjoined to a new focus on the 
interiority of character. 

My emphasis here will be on how the operations of female impersonation within 
the reforming, educative program of the late-nineteenth-century Parsi theater also 
complicated the viewing of the male body and the construction of masculine sub- 
jectivity. For men as well as women, cross-dressing opened up an arena in which 
gender could be articulated in complicated ways. I propose that transgender mas- 
querades, in addition to renewing a preexisting culture of homosociality in the con- 
text of a reconstituted urban public, introduced new possibilities for homoerotic 
pleasure and expression. As in the construction of heteronormative roles, these pos- 
sibilities were predicated on exchanging devalued, “traditional” ways of encoding 
gender difference, or more accurately gender ambiguity, for esteemed, updated, 
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“modern” ones. These urban theaters moved away from a burlesque, transgressive 
mode of female embodiment, often associated with folk practice, toa high mimetic 
style emphasizing naturalism. The display of overt sexuality was replaced by an 
elaborate code of modesty, propriety, and respectability chat identified the “new 
woman” in heteronormative terms. But equally chey positioned the homoerotic gaze 
toward a refined, transgendered performer who aroused a different kind of desire. 

These distinctions emerge within the first two decades of the Parsi theater. The 
young Parsi men who pioneered the cosmopolitan practice of female impersonation 
were of high social standing, unlike their forebears in the rural or “folk” theaters, 
who were traditionally of low rank. When the students of Elphinstone College in 
Bombay formed a club to rehearse Shakespeare and try out new Gujarati plays, it 
was probably obvious that some of them would take up women’s roles, although it 
is noc known by what criteria they were chosen. The first on record to play female 
roles was D. N. Parekh, later a medical doctor and lieutenant colonel in the Indian 
Medical Service. While at Elphinstone College, he played Portia in The Merchant 
of Venice and Mrs. Smart in G. O. Trevelyan’s The Dawk Bungalow, These perfor- 
mances were held under the patronage of Sir Jamsetji Jeejeebhoy, a leading Parsi 
businessman and philanthropist, and Jagannath Shankarsheth, a wealchy Hindu 
banker, both of whom had been active in the public campaign to open the Grant 
Road Theatre.22 

Even at a time when theatrical activity was principally conceived as an amateur 
pastime, anecdotes suggest that a considerable premium was placed on successful 
female impersonators. Framji Joshi completed his matriculation in 1868, and in 
the same year played the female lead in a Gujarati version of Robert Bulwer-Lytcon’s 
The Lady of Lyons, presented by the Gentlemen Amateurs Club. His performance 
was so impressive that the club's director feared his star performer would be lured 
away by another company. Indeed, Joshi left the Gentlemen Amateurs and went 
on to new female roles with the Alfred Company, before he resigned from the stage 
to become superintendent of the Government Central Press.?3 

The social prominence of the actors, the prestige of their wealthy patrons, and 
the location of amateur dramatics as a supplement to college life all established the 
early Parsi cheater as a “rational” amusement, in contrast to the older nautch per- 
formances sponsored by “feudal” aristocrats. By the end of the 1860s, the fondness 
for “theatricals” was such that Parsi businessmen were drawn to theater as an invest- 
ment opportunity. With the establishment of the Victoria Theatrical Company in 
1868, Parsi theater entered a period of capitalist reorganization and professional- 
ization. Productions became more lavish, and audience size expanded. A premium 
was now placed on young men of pleasing figure and superlative voice, who would 
ensure company profits through their virtuosity in women’s roles. The split in the 
Victoria Theatrical Company in 1873 supplies an example. The former manager, 
Dadi Patel (1844-1876), took his leading female impersonator with him when he 
separated to form the Original Victoria Theatrical Company. C. S. Nazir, the new 
manager of the Victoria, was at a loss and immediately organized a group of 
recruiters to look for new boys. This was particularly urgent as Nazir wanted to 
make a strong showing before the princes at Lord Lytton's Imperial Assemblage, 
the Delhi Darbar of 1877. He could not outdo his rivals and win a sizable audience 
without top-notch female impersonators.24 
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The Parsi theater invested in the recruitment and training of boys because it 
needed their labor to ensure its economic viability. An acting career normally began 
in a period of apprenticeship with schooling in female roles such as that of the sabeli 
or sakbi, companions of the heroine. This practice continued well into the twenti- 
eth century. The actor Fida Husain, who began his apprenticeship in the New Alfred 
Company around 1918, became famous first for his female roles.25 Certain actors 
became known as “all-rounders,” performing the hero, heroine, or comedian, as 
needed. With age and changing physique, others shifted from female to male roles. 
Khurshed Baliwala (1852-1913), who later managed the Victoria Theatrical 
Company and became one of the most renowned Parsi theater personalities, played 
a female role in Rustam and Sobrab when he was eighteen.?6 A year later, he appeared 
as he ther of Sone ke Mul ki Kburshed, and from then on, acted primarily male 
roles,’ 

Other actors specialized as female impersonators. Success in a role led to the pub- 
lic affixing che name of the character to the actor's name or nickname. It is only 
through this assignment of feminine stage names that the identity of many female 
impersonators can be determined from the record. Two brothers of the influential 
Madan clan acquired this popular status. Nasharvanji Framji became famous as 
Naslu “Tahmina” for his performance as Sohrab’s mother in Rustam and Sobrab. 
Naslu’s younger brother, Pestanji Framji, was called Pesu “Avan,” after the hero- 
ine in a Gujarati version of Shakespeare's Pericles,28 

Female impersonators performed various types of stage roles. One was the roman- 
tic heroine, beloved of the hero and the embodiment of feminine perfection and 
modesty. A mellifluous voice became a valuable adjunct to such a role as songs 
gained ascendancy in the format of the musical drama. When Jehangir Khambata 
founded the Empress Victoria Theatrical Company in 1877, he took full advantage 
of the talents of a popular female impersonator known as Naslu Sarkari. Famed for 
his sweet, “cuckoo” voice (koki/ kanth), Naslu played the Emerald Fairy to Kavas 
Khatau’s Prince Gulfam in the Indar Sabha.29 

Then there were the female magician roles, like the jogin (“female ascetic”) in 
Harishchandra.>9 During the Victoria Company's tour to Delhi in 1874, Kavasji 
Manakji Contractor, a female impersonator affectionately called “Bahuji” (“daugh- 
ter-in-law,” “bride”) created a sensation in this role by delivering countless lashes 
to the tormented dancing figure of Baliwala playing Lotan. This particular gesture 
was later to become a trademark of the actress Nadia, known as “Hunterwali” (“Lady 
with the whip”), who appeared in stunt films in the 1930s and '40s. Nadia took 
on the androgynous aspect of womanhood, an extension of the construct associated 
with the virangana ot wartior-queen in Indian myth and popular culture.3! Such 
virtuous embodiments of female power were also common on the Parsi stage, as 
seen in the warlike demeanor of Master Nainuram (see fig. 11.1). 

Female impersonation continued on the Parsi stage well into the twentieth cen- 
tury, retaining its popularity with audiences and with company managers. The long 
lists of men who played women's roles in the history of Parsi theater are remark- 
able; they seem to form the majority rather than the minority of actors. 
Unfortunately, these actors have been virtually forgotten. Written documentation 
of their lives, their habits, even their careers, are extremely limited. No biography 
or autobiography has emerged to illuminate this important institution. 
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Figure 11.1 

Master Nainuram playing a viran- 
gana (woman warrior) in the Parsi 
theatre. Early ewentieth century. 
Photograph courtesy of Natya 
Shodh Sansthan, archival collection, 


Records are somewhat more complete in the case of two non-Parsi actors, 
Jayshankar Sundari (1888-1967) from the Gujarati stage and Bal Gandharva 
(1889-1975) from the Marathi musical theater. Both excelled in the embodiment 
of feminine sensibility and decorum, creating prototypes for the ideal Indian 
woman. Their tremendous success was recognized during their active careers and 
late in life by the award of Padmabhushan, the government of India’s prize for 
achievement on the national cultural stage. Sundari’s Gujarati autobiography, an 
English biography by B. B. Panchotia, and two English biographies of Bal 
Gandharva by Dnyaneshwar Nadkarni and Mohan Nadkarni supply a number of 
incidents that enlarge the picture of female impersonation as it flourished earlier 
in this century. 


Legendary Heroines 


Sundari launched his career on the Gujarati stage at the age of twelve, starring in 
Saubbagya Sundari, in the role of the auspicious young wife that gave him his stage 
name. Before that, he had served an apprenticeship for three years in Calcutta with 
the Parsi theater company of Dadabhai Thunthi. On a salary of six rupees a month, 
he performed in the chorus of “girls” every night at the Thanthania Theatre. His 
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first important role was the Emerald Fairy in Amanat's Indar Sabha, and he starred 
in a number of other Urdu-language plays. During his Calcutta training, Sundari 
perfected the distinctive feminine gait and stage entry that secured his fame as a 
modest yet alluring heroine.32 

Returning to Bombay he played Rambha, the milkmaid in the Gujarati drama 
Vikram Charitra. The play was performed every Saturday night becween 1902 and 
1905—a total of 160 times. Sundari was between thirteen and sixteen years of age. 
In his most memorable scene, he entered the stage with a pot on his head and offered 
milk to the hero, singing Koi dudh lyo dilrangi. The Vaishnava trope of the youth- 
ful lord Krishna with his adoring gopis (“cowherd women”) associated sexual/mys- 
tical enjoyment with the pleasures of oral consumption. As the bestower of “milk” 
from her “pot,” the transvestite heroine maintained a demure, inward-turned pos- 
ture that legitimized her seductive gesture. Her carefully arranged hair, jewelery, 
bodice, and sari border worked to produce a sublimation of sexuality, an interior- 
ization of virtue as “moral character.” This song became so popular that Bombay 
textile companies printed it on the milled lengths of cloth that were sold for men’s 
dhotis and women's saris.33 

Moral purity and its counterpart, forbearance in distress, were invoked by imper- 
sonators like Sundari in scenes of pathos and tragedy, as found in the epics based on 
Hindu mythology and contemporary domestic melodramas. In Kamalata (1904), an 
adaptation of the Shakuntala story, Sundari played his part with such finesse that it 
moved the entire audience to tears (see fig. 11.2). Similarly, Bal Gandharva was 
acclaimed for his 1911 performance in Khadilkar's drama Manapman, which he 
refused to cancel even though his eldest child had died on the very day of the drama’s 
debut. The ability co summon up pathos distinguished these impersonators from 
transvestite entertainers who aimed to titillate or ridicule. The histrionic power of 
these actors and their capacity to transform themselves into vulnerable, unfortunate 
females served to expand the emotional field of the male viewer/subject. A desire to 
explore and experience the interior realms associated with feminine feeling, thereby 
expanding one’s humanity through the test of suffering, seems to have been a large 
part of the fascination with transgender roles at this time. Sundari as female imper- 
sonator crafted a self chat found deep sources of satisfaction in its entry into feminine 
subjectivity. In his autobiography, he describes the first time he dressed himself in a 
woman's bodice, writing, “I saw a beautiful young girl emerging from myself. Whose 
shapely, intoxicating limbs oozed youthful exuberance. In whose form is the fragrance 
of woman's beauty. From whose eyes feminine feelings keep brimming. In whose gait 
is expressed the mannerism of a Gujarati girl, Who is not a man, but solely a 
woman—a woman. I saw such a portrait in the mirror. ... Reflecting the difference 
the mirror was saying, “This is not Jaishankar. It is a shy and proud young Gujaratin. 
That graceful movement, that expressivity, that enchantment.’ A sweet shiver ran 
through my body’s limbs. For a moment, I thought that I was not a man—not a man 
at all."34 This rare self-reflective glimpse of the process of transformation from man 
to woman illuminates the possibilities for transgender identification and behavior 
opened up by the practice of theatrical transvestism. 

In the autobiography, Sundari further describes the methods he used to give ver- 
similitude to his impersonations. He carefully studied the manners of female 
acquaintances, whom he observed in social situations where his own presence was 
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Figure 11.2 

Jayshankar Sundari as Kamalata, 
opposite Shri Bapulal as Minuketu, 
in che Gujarati play Kamalate, 
staged at the Gaiety Theatre, 
Bombay in 1904. Reprinted with 
permission from B. B. Panchotia, 
Jayashankar Sundari and 
Abbineyakale (Bombay: Bharatiya 
Vidya Bhavan, 1987). 


unobtrusive. One of the most captivating for him was Gulab, a young girl who was 
soon to be married. Her shyness coupled with budding excitement and self- 
consciousness about her body and dress fascinated him. He even asked for the 
address of her tailor so that he could have the same style of blouses she favored made 
up.35 To perfect his understanding of what it meant co be a “complete human 
being” (sampurna manav), he read a number of manuals of womanly conduct, con- 
sidered “useful for women” (stri-wpyogi), from which he learned about cooking, 
embroidery, and how to manage a household.36 

He reflected on feminine characters like Kumud Sundari and Kusum, whom he 
encountered in Govardhan Ram's Sarasvatichandra, the monumental Gujarati novel 
in four volumes. In his autobiography we read, “Having found here the woman of 
Gujarat that I had been researching, I began to sport with the depicted creation. ... 
I found a new way to practice [the part]. . . . I would take the novel and read it aloud 
in front of the mirror and practice the parts while looking into the mirror. In this 
way, I tried to match my feelings with the feelings in the hearts of the characters."37 
Although narrated as testimonials to his artistic dedication, these accounts point 
to an engagement with cross-gender identification that goes beyond technique. 
Whereas it is commonplace to read that both Bal Gandharva’s and Sundari’s stage 
movements, attire, and speech became models for women offstage, one suspects 
that they also were compelling examples of transgender exploration for men. The 
very earnestness of Sundari’s portrayals would recommend such theatrics not only 


A Different Desire, a Different Femininity 175 


as stimulants of desire but also as templates for incorporation into the affective and 
somatic domains of the spectator's being. 

Bal Gandharva (a.k.a. Narayan Shripad Rajhans) was a contemporary of Sundari’s. 
He was born into a middle-class Maharashtrian family, where he came under the 
tutelage of male relatives with strong interests in music and drama. In 1905, at the 
age of sixteen, he joined the Kirloskar Drama Company, replacing Bhaurau 
Kolhatkar, the first successful female impersonator of the Marathi musical theater, 
who had just died. His debut was in the title role in Shakuntala, on a newly built 
stage, before the prince of Miraj. The object of adoration and esteem from the start, 
Bal Gandharva became the pet of the students at Deccan College, where he was fre- 
quently invited to sing, and he struck up a special friendship with one of them, 
Balasaheb Pandit.38 

In the accounts of Bal Gandharva, the erotic allure of his impersonations is strik- 
ing. When Bal Gandharva entered the stage as Shakuntala surrounded by her “com- 
panions,” the college boys used to greet him with “lusty applause,” according to 
one biography. Similarly, actor Londhe recalls “all che sensuousness of female 
beauty” that Bal Gandharva emitted when he played opposite him, such that a 
“unique thrill” passed through his veins as he stood close by.39 One way that Bal 
Gandharva exploited his seductiveness was by displaying his long hair, which flowed 
to the waist. In Manapman he entered the stage with his hair hanging loosely, indi- 
cating chat the heroine had not yet had her bath, while in another scene he turned 
his back to the audience to reveal a long braid.49 Photographs show him flirta- 
tiously casting sidelong glances at the hero while partially concealing himself 
behind a fan, or beckoning the hero with a certain bend backward from the waist 
(see fig. 11.3). These gestures, rather than being read as crude, were understood as 
modest and charming representations of the educated young women of the day. As 
a contemporary noted, “The manner in which Balgandharva made himself up and 
the way he moved on the stage fully evoked the persona of the contemporary young 
woman of the middle or upper middle classes.”41 

The pleasures of homoerotic spectatorship and transgender performance were 
linked in the urban theater with the satisfactions of social and economic privilege. 
Both Jayshankar Sundari and Bal Gandharva, rather than bearing any stigma, became 
national icons. The position of their audiences within the burgeoning consumer econ- 
omy introduced opportunities for the commodification of their images. Just as textile 
companies advertised cloth using Sundari’s lyrics, Bal Gandharva's photograph 
appeared on products such as medicinal tonic, soap, toilet powder, and even key 
chains. A particular kind of cap, the Gandharva fopi, was widely sold among male 
admirers, as were the Gandharva turban, coat, and trousers. Bal Gandharva also pop- 
ularized particular styles of wearing che sari and adornments such as weaving garlands 
of flowers in the hair. He brought into vogue the bun, introduced the nose pin (math), 
and promoted the carrying of handkerchiefs. His image radiated such a sense of fash- 
ion and prestige that framed photographs of his female roles adorned the drawing 
rooms of elite homes, appearing on mantels and sideboards throughout Maharashtra. 
‘Through the extratheatrical circulation of his image, Bal Gandharva developed a cult 
following that reinforced his career on stage. His particular transvestite style was 
completely assimilated within visual culture. To our benefit, more photographs of Bal 
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Figure 11.3 

Bal Gandharva playing opposite actor 
Petkar, in the Marathi drama 
Sanshaykallol, performed by the 
Gandharva Sangit Natak Mandali. 
Reproduced with permission of the 
National Centre for the Performing 
‘Arts, Mumbai. 


Gandharva exist than of any other Indian female impersonator, including both studio 
portraits and re-creations of staged scenes. 

Beyond the visual, moreover, Bal Gandharva made a tremendous impact as a 
singing actor. Like other female impersonators but probably to a unique degree, 
his voice communicated the complex yearnings of the heroines he played and added 
a significant layer of erotic power co his performances. His voice production was 
not falsetto but midway between today’s male and female registers, a kind of 
androgynous timbre that was fairly typical of both male and female vocalists at 
that time. His spoken voice is said to have been a stylized version of presumably 
upper-caste women’s speech. Bal Gandharva sang in the classically based natya san- 
git style, and many of his recordings survive in private collections. It is beyond the 
scope of chis essay to treat fully the topics of vocal style, voice production, and their 
role in the creation of gendered subjectivities. I simply wish to underscore the role 
of the voice in projecting affect (the power to move the listener), agency (the attri- 
bution of volition to a characterization), and authority (the display of musical vir- 
tuosity). Outstanding vocal artistry immeasurably enriched the performances of 
actors like Bal Gandharva, adding as well to the allure of countless lesser-known 
female impersonators. 
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Sexuality and Subculture 


When consideration of the voice is combined with the more readily accessed exter- 
nal look of the transvestite performer and the gaze that links the hero and male 
heroine on stage, an enlarged expressive space comes into play. In the variety of 
responses evoked, between spectators and actors, among actors, and among spec- 
tators and even those outside the theater, could such a collective zone of interac- 
tion be said to constitute a transgender or homosexual subculture? Jennifer 
Robertson, in her discussion of the all-male Kabuki and all-female Takarazuka, 
argues that theatrical transvestism in Japan has long been linked to alternative 
subcultures. These practices, in her treatment, have both reproduced dominant 
gender ideology and subverted it. While the onnagate in Kabuki, like the female 
impersonator of western India, constructed the ideal standard of femininity for 
Japanese women to follow, specific onnagata were known to prefer homosexual rela- 
tions. As early as 1652, boy actors were banned because of their offstage homo- 
sexual activity. In the case of the twentieth-century Takarazuka, “The Revue 
continues both to uphold the dominant ideal of heterosexuality and to inform a 
lesbian subcultural style. "42 

Significantly, Robertson highlights che importation of European sexological dis- 
course into Japan that began in the early twentieth century. The works of Sigmund 
Freud, Richard Krafft-Ebing, Edward Carpenter, Havelock Ellis, and Magnus 
Hirschfeld were translated into Japanese and employed in the identification of 
“social problems.”43 The naming of homosexual practices, even though it stig- 
matized them, enabled public debates and rhetorics to develop around theatrical 
practices involving transvestism. In the South Asian context, such naming and 
specificity are missing. The wives and mistresses of Jayshankar Sundari and Bal 
Gandharva are mentioned in the record, as are the special friendships between lead- 
ing hero and heroine actor pairs: Bal Gandharva’s long-lived relationship with 
Balasaheb Pandit and Jayshankar Sundari’s with Bapulal Nayak. But what does 
this tell us? The celebratory character of the biographical literature makes it nearly 
impossible to get beyond the public persona. Indeed, so little is known about how 
the “private” and the “public” subject were constructed in India at this time, espe- 
cially in terms of an alternate sexuality, that one balks at interpreting the silence 
of the biographer as innocence, evasion, or erasure. 

A few scattered accounts confirm the general impression that, in India as in 
China and Japan, the cheatrical subculture afforded a space for homosexual incli- 
nations and practices. Madhavacharya, the author of a Hindi commentary on the 
Kama Sutra, asserts that theater personnel were known for their proclivity for oral 
sex with other men. He obliquely recounts a knife fight that once broke out 
between M.A. and B.A. students “on this account. "44 Theater histories also report 
chat actor/managers had their favorite “boys.” Female impersonators were called 
by female kinship terms as well as by proper and pet female names. In a report of 
the first performances of the Indar Sabha in Lucknow, Nasir describes “thousands 
of people {who} became captivated and went mad over these beautiful beardless 
youths.” Elaborating, he attributes the production of homosexual lust to the pop- 
ular performance: “Just as having read Mir Hasan’s poetic romance, thousands of 


178 Queering India 


women became debauched, similarly from this romance Indar Sabha, thousands of 
men became sodomites and pederasts. "45 

As a project in the recovery of alternative sexual histories, it may be important 
to claim the urban theatrical environment of western India as a site that enabled 
transgender or homosexual activity. The evidence I have presented may well be 
sufficient to prove the case. However, it needs to be added that che theatrical milieu 
was (and for some, still is) associated with excessive sexuality in general. Actors 
and actresses, regardless of their sexual orientation, were deemed suspect as moral 
agents from the days of the Natyashastra, and invariably placed in inferior social 
and caste categories because of their allegedly unrestrained sexual behavior. The 
transgressive energies that spilled out from the playhouse into the surrounding 
neighborhoods were controlled and kepr at a distance in nineteenth-century 
Bombay by establishing the red light district on Grant Road, far from the resi- 
dences of the elite in the Fort district on the southern part of the island. The prob- 
lem for modern South Asian theater has been primarily thar of defusing or denying 
heteronormative sexuality, in contrast with which concerns about homosexuality 
fade into insignificance. 

Even if it is argued chat che simultaneous attraction and aversion that charac- 
terizes the societal attitude toward theater does not prevent the theatrical space 
from being used for diverse ends, the difficulty remains of identifying the bound- 
aries around such a space. Were the transformations of gender effected by the female 
impersonator part of a fluid system of role play available co certain males (but not 
to females) in this period? Was the lower-class man excluded when the urban mid- 
die-class indulged in play with transgender identity? How did men whose gender 
and sexual identities were in formation—college students for example—move in 
and out of this expressive arena? Where did the specificity of homosexual prefer- 
ence fit in? 

Even as the ambiguities surrrounding gender and its representation opened out- 
ward toward the end of che nineteenth century in a public embrace of transvestism, 
a more rigid system of binary difference was being implanted, in part by the same 
theatrical culeure. The eclipse of theatrical cransvestism has been heralded as a tri- 
umph for the female performer and therefore for women in general, but it also 
marked the end of an era of gender ambiguity. A binary sex/gender regime allied to 
differences of class and caste has displaced the transvestite performer and distanced 
urban spectators from the circulation of homoerotic imagery. This sea change makes 
it difficult to recover the nuances of meaning that envelop a bygone practice. For 
clues to interpretation, we must continue to scour the historical evidence within 
South Asia as well as bring forward comparative data from other culcures. 
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Queer Bonds 
Male Friendships in Contemporary Malayalam Cinema 


Muraleedharan T. 


Queerness as an attitude, a way of responding that is not concerned with or lim- 
ited by a binary opposition of gender (man versus woman) or sexuality (homo 
versus hetero), is, in my opinion, very valuable for an appraisal of the libidinal 
subjectivities that circulate in regions like South Asia, where history provides 
little evidence of religious or social repression of nonheterosexual aptitudes until 
the onset of colonial domination. As a reading strategy, queerness is concerned 
with any expression that can be marked as contra-, non-, or antistraight. 
Alexander Doty reminds us that the queerness of most mass culture texts is the 
result of acts of production or reception, He maintains that the queerness some 
readers or viewers may attribute to mass culture texts is not in any way less real 
than the straightness others would claim for these same texts. There is queer- 
ness of and in straight cultures.! The so-called hegemonic straight culture in 
India can be seen to have many queer traits, and examination of this “queerness 
within the straight” can provide us with a better understanding of sexual sub- 
jectivities in this region. 

The seeming absence of a recognizable gay/lesbian cinema need not under- 
mine the relevance of queer mass culture studies in India. Neither should such 
studies be limited to the few recent Hindi films with overt “queer” representa- 
tions. On the contrary, such studies need to venture beyond the overtly articu- 
lated, and explore the unnamed expressions of queerness that structure popular 
culcure in this part of the world. Doty has observed that the queerness of mass 
culture develops in three areas: (1) influences during the production of texts; (2) 
historically specific cultural readings and uses of texts by self-identified gays, 
lesbians, bisexuals, and queers; and (3) reception positions that can be consid- 
ered “queer” regardless of a person's declared sexual and gender allegiances.> 

As I attempt to read three Malayalam films from a queer perspective, my main 
motivation is certainly the pleasure I, as a gay man, derived from watching these 
films. The queerness of my reception is also a conscious choice, a political loca- 
tion I prefer to inhabit, to contest the straight perspectives from which these 
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films are usually read. I do not consider this reading any less true than other read- 
ings these films are likely to engender. Reception studies remains a slippery terrain 
as audiences all over the world exist as already fragmented, always already poly- 
morphous. As heterocentric texts may contain queer elements, so also can hetero- 
sexual and straight-identified people experience queer moments. Doty argues that 
films ostensibly addressed to straight audiences have greater potential for encour- 
aging a wide range of queer responses than films clearly addressed to gay and les- 
bian audiences.’ 


Queer Dimensions of Star Personae 


I have reason to presume that the queerness I read in the films chosen for this study 
had some moorings, conscious or unconscious, at the level of production. For 
example, the gestures and mannerisms of the central characters in these films are 
largely constitutive of the queer dimension I read in them; hence the fact that all 
these films have the same actor portraying the central character appears significant. 
This actor, Mohanlal, and his rival superstar, Mamooty, at present constitute che 
uncrowned royalty of Malayalam cinema. 

Mohanlal and Mamooty entered the film industry around the same time. 
Mohanlal started as a villain in the film Manjil Virinja Pookal (Flowers That Blossomed 
in Winter, 1980), portraying a sadistic husband who pursues his ex-wife to wreck 
her new relationship. After playing negative characters in several films, he started 
playing the lead and slowly became a superstar. His major breakthrough came in 
a series of dark comedies made by popular director Sathyan Anthikad in the mid- 
1980s. In these films he repeatedly portrayed an educated, unemployed youth from 
rural Kerala struggling to survive in a hostile urban environment. In most of these 
films he was paired with another male actor, Srinivasan, who portrayed another 
youth in a similar predicament. Mamooty started by playing the lead in Me/a (1980) 
and achieved star status with the success of Yavanika (Curtain, 1982), in which he 
portrayed a suave police officer investigating a murder case. By the late 1980s both 
Mohanlal and Mamooty had attained the superstar status they currently enjoy. 

The differences between the characters these two actors generally portray are sig- 
nificant. The star system in Indian cinema tends to make it mandatory for a pop- 
ular actor to repeat his or her star identity in every film, irrespective of the culcural, 
economic, or personal characteristics of the role portrayed. Filmmakers give pop- 
ular stars considerable freedom to improvise. Such improvisations, when repeated 
in film after film, become recognizable and thus constitutive of the star's personal- 
ity. Audiences expect these gestures or mannerisms to appear in real-life appear- 
ances by the star and also in each film as distinguishing features of characters played 
by che star. These features thus shape the generic characteristics of films in which 
the star appears. 

Though both Mamooty and Mohanlal have occasionally portrayed unconven- 
tional characters in offbeat films, the broad outlines of their star personalities are 
strictly maintained in most of their (mainstream) films. The masculinities repre- 
sented by these two actors are defined by certain clearly articulated contrasts. The 
distinguishing characteristic of Mamooty’s star persona is his “family man” image. 
He usually portrays the head of a big family, a domineering patriarch who safe- 
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guards heterosexual, middle-class family morality by disciplining all members with 
an iron hand. Occasionally the family is replaced by the wider society and he appears 
as a self-righteous bureaucrat, but the values he represents and protects remain by 
and large the same. He rarely has a male companion but if there is one, he is gen- 
erally a subordinate or a younger brother who maintains a respectable distance. The 
other males in his films are rivals or antagonists who strive and predictably fail to 
undermine his authority. In contrast, Mohanlal has been regularly playing a loner— 
someone outside the system. His fights are mostly single-handed, quite often des- 
perate, and at times comic. Yet, as is customary in Indian commercial cinema, he 
too ends up justifying and supporting the establishment—but not without rais- 
ing certain disturbing doubts about it. 

A distinguishing feature of the star persona of Mohanlal is his “man’s man” 
image. In most of his films he has a male companion who is usually not a biologi- 
cal relative. Another prominent feature of the Mohanlal persona is his naughty, “big 
child” kind of behavior, which provides the actor ample opportunity to resort to 
gestures wich homoerotic implications. 

Thus, in one of his recent films, Ayal Katha Eezhuthukayanu (That Man Is Writing 
a Story, 1998), Mohanlal portrays an anarchic pulp-fiction writer who suddenly 
turns up at the house of an unmarried male friend. A lengthy song sequence in the 
film, rampant with a misogynist subtext, shows the two men harassing and ill- 
treating a haughty female neighbor. As the song concludes we see the men getting 
into bed and a subsequent top angle shot records them covering themselves com- 
pletely with a sheet, followed by some clearly suggestive movements underneath 
the sheet. In an earlier film, Nanayam (Coin, 1983), there is a similar song sequence 
in which both Mohanlal and Mamooty, who play half brothers in the film, keep 
hugging and kissing each other and at the same time harass and tease a band of 
girls. In No. 20 Madras Mail (1990), Mohanlal plays a wayward and debauched 
youngster who accidentally encounters a popular male film star (played by 
Mamooty) on a train journey. After befriending the film star, the Mohanlal char- 
acter pretends to whisper something in the star's ear. Then he suddenly, and unex- 
pectedly, kisses the actor on the cheek, causing him to blush. In another film, 
Dhanam (Wealth, 1991), Mohanlal makes use of every opportunity, during a cou- 
ple of song sequences, to hug his male companion, played by the actor Murali. 

Such identical gestures that pop up in most of his films give the impression that 
a queer subtext is more than coincidental in Mohanlal films. These may be dismissed 
by some as comic interludes or seen as disciplined by the heterosexist conclusions 
of the films. But the question I would like to raise is whether such conclusions— 
that is, the eventual union of the male hero with a woman—necessarily undermine 
the queerness of such films. Alexander Doty argues, “The day someone can estab- 
lish without a doubt that images and other representations of men and women get- 
ting married, with their children, or even having sex, undeniably depict 
‘straightness,’ is the day someone can say no lesbian or gay has ever been married, 
had children from heterosexual intercourse, or had sex with someone of the other 
gender for any reason.”5 This comment is particularly relevant in the Indian con- 
text as most of even self-identified gay men and lesbians here are or have at some 
time been heterosexually married. 

A detailed discussion of Mohanlal’s star identity is beyond the scope of this paper. 
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I confine this discussion to a brief examination of three of his recent films— 
Manichithrathazhu (The Quaint Lock, 1994),5 Thacholi Verghese Chekavar (The Warrior 
Verghese from the Thacholi Family, 1996),” and Aram Thampuran (The Sixth Feudal 
Lord, 1998).8 The protagonists in these films represent three important facets of 
the Mohanlal star persona. He plays an educated young man with a penchant for 
comedy in Manichithrathazhu, and in Thacholi Verghese Chekavar he is a simpleton 
forced into unwilling battles by society. In Aram Thampuran he is a tough guy with 
a grim past, seeking vengeance. Yet all three, otherwise very different, characters 
share a strong friendship with another male. While examining these friendships I 
also investigate the maleness represented by the Mohanlal character in these films, 
in cerms of gendered desire and its disruptions. 

All chree films draw significantly from the contemporary rearticulation of 
Hindutva, which unproblematically designates the upper-caste Hindu in terms of 
a Vedic Brahmanical tradition even when he is from a marginal and culturally com- 
plicated location like Kerala. This is a prominent trend in contemporary Malayalam 
cinema in general and Mohanlal films in particular. Yet I do nor intend to discuss 
it in this paper, except in tangential terms, as it has already merited substantial 
critical attention.? 


Desire and the Single Man 


In these three films Mohanlal portrays a single unattached man, without a wife or 
even a girlfriend. At the outset he is located outside normative heterosexual bond- 
ing. He is initially defined by a male bond, a close friendship with another man 
who either desires or is desired by him. All three films subsequently explore the 
taming of this man within the heterosexual matrix. 

Dr. Sunny, the psychiatrist in Manichithrathazhu, makes his initial appearance 
in the film as the best friend of Nakulan, whose wife Ganga requires psychiatric 
help. Verghese, the protagonist in Thacholi Verghese Chekavar, is also defined in terms 
of his close friendship with Shyam, his young male protégé. Jagan, the protagonist 
in Aram Thampuran, is introduced as the best friend and muscleman of 
Nandakumar, a wealthy businessman. Dr. Sunny is an eccentric globe-trotter who, 
in the episode chat introduces him, provides a detailed description of his journeys 
during the previous few months, which include brief stays in several all-male spaces. 
He recounts his travels from the United States to Bangalore and then to Sabarimalai 
in Kerala, focus of an all-male pilgrimage, and mentions having stayed with vari- 
ous male friends. Verghese is a martial arts expert who is frequently seen in the all- 
male space of a traditional gym, the ka/ari. Besides, he is indifferent to his mother's 
constant appeal to get married. Jagan, a muscleman hired by business magnates, 
is a loner without a family who constantly inhabits sites frequented by the city 
mafia that are marked as “masculine.” The introductory episode presents him shar- 
ing a drink with a male rickshaw puller on the roadside. In a subsequent telephone 
conversation with his patron Nandakumar, he describes his activities during the 
previous few days, all of which are connected with male friends. 

Apart from being confined to “masculine” locations and male bonds, these men 
are also presented as indifferent or even hostile to women. Verghese violently rejects 
the advances of an attractive young girl, Annie, who relentlessly pursues him 
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through the first half of the film. Later, when he kidnaps the heroine, Maya, mis- 
taking her for Shyam’s truant girlfriend, he repeatedly makes it clear that he has 
absolutely no personal interest in her. It is his emotional commitment to Shyam 
that persuades him to be rude and violent to Maya. Dr. Sunny’s initial reaction to 
the women he meets in Nakulan’s house is marked by humorous sarcasm. He play- 
fully harasses most of the women there till he embarks on the serious mission of 
curing Ganga, Nakulan’s wife, of her mental illness. Jagan is not enthusiastic when 
his patron Nandakumar offers him a “few expensive blankets” (slang for expensive 
female sex workers) in return for his services. After relocating to the village, Jagan 
initially reacts with sarcasm to the heroine Unnimaya’s confident defiance. Later 
when his female friend, a city girl named Nayantara, proposes to him, Jagan rejects 
her without hesitation. 

It is also interesting to examine the contradictions between visual and oral nar- 
ratives in the film. Jagan describes Nayantara as a good friend but the sequences in 
which they appear together present him as stiff and uneasy in her company. While 
Nayantara’s words and body language clearly denote her warmth toward Jagan, his 
response is cold and remote—preoccupied as he is with several other issues that 
constitute the main concern of the narrative. Yet Jagan is the only character among 
these three who shows any heterosexual inclinations. A subsequent song sequence 
in the film suggests an earlier heterosexual affair he had—perhaps a brief relation- 
ship with a northern Indian girl that ended tragically. 

The weariness or hostility that these men exhibit toward women directly con- 
trasts with the warmth, affection, and commitment they show toward male friends. 
The Mohanlal character in all che films discussed here is either desiring or desired 
by a male friend. Verghese, the martial arts expert, is clearly depicted as desiring 
his young male disciple and friend, Shyam, and the entire film is about his strug- 
gle to win him back after a brief estrangement. When Annie's desperate attempts 
to seduce Verghese fail, she taunts Verghese by telling him that when she last met 
Shyam he looked “so cute and sexy.” Instead of being worried about the possible 
alienation of Annie's affections, Verghese’s anxieties about Shyam are heightened, 
since Shyam has been avoiding him for the past few days. 

Dr. Sunny and Jagan do not express such overt desire for their male friends. Yet 
these friendships are the most important commitments in their lives. Though he 
is a busy psychiatrist, Dr. Sunny puts off all other engagements to be with his friend 
in his hour of need. Jagan’s commitment to business magnate Nandakumar is sim- 
ilar; he violently assaults and almost kills a rival businessman for his friend's sake 
and later refuses to accept the monetary reward offered by Nandakumar. 


Negotiating the Physical 


Male bonding has been a prominent trope in mainstream cinema all over the world 
ever since the film industry was established. Patterns of male bonding and struc- 
tures of same-sex friendships have changed over time. Commercial concerns make 
it mandatory for mainstream cinema to engage in a dialectic with changing atti- 
tudes and realignments of desire in hegemonic social discourses. Thus, the soli- 
darity of two white males that appeared in early Hollywood Westerns is replaced 
in more recent films by an interracial friendship between white and black men. The 
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function of the female vis-a-vis male bonding has also been changing. 
Conventionally, it was the destiny of one of the two men to die so as to facilitate 
his friend’s union with the woman. But in some recent films it is the woman who 
dies while the male buddies survive the final catastrophe (for example, in The Deep 
Blue Sea, 1999). In this context I am interested in the evolving structure of male 
bonds in Malayalam cinema, particularly its negotiations with the physical. 

Most striking in these male solidarities is the recognition and definition of the 
male body's organic existence as both desiring and desired. For example, Jagan's 
stiff response to Nayantara stands in contrast to his response to similar overtures 
from Nandakumar. In an earlier scene we see a jubilant Nandakumar celebrating 
the achievement of a sought-after business deal that Jagan had earned for him. 
Nanadakumar expresses his joy by repeatedly uttering phrases like “ever since I got 
you,” and “since you became mine,” while holding Jagan by his shoulders and 
caressing his hair. He also offers him a few curious rewards; prominent among these 
is a joint trip to Europe. Throughout the scene, Jagan is more composed than 
Nandakumar, yet warm and willing. The scene ends with Nanadakumar declaring 
that they are going to forget everything that night and “sleep together.” Thus, 
Jagan is more desired by than desiring Nandakumar. 

The queer implications in this sequence are underscored by the fact that 
Nandakumar is presented in the film as having little emotional interest in women. 
Three young male friends accompany him when he visits Jagan in the village. These 
men go around teasing the village women, including the heroine Unnimaya. Yet 
Nandakumar shows no interest in such matters; he is more intent on spending time 
with Jagan. Though he defends his friends when Jagan criticizes them he is as averse 
to their activities as is Jagan. A psychoanalytic reading of these sequences might 
suggest that Nandakumar’s association with these men could be a ploy to spite 
Jagan, who is now otherwise preoccupied; it could also be read as his desperate 
attempt to fill the gap in his life left by Jagan’s migration to the village where he 
is engaged in a heterosexual romance with Unnimaya. The final reconciliation of 
Nandakumar and Jagan is also laden with muted queer dynamics. Having fulfilled 
his mission of saving the villagers, Jagan prepares co leave, taking with him 
Unnimaya and her father. But he is promptly stopped by the villagers, who now 
consider him their savior and feudal lord (Thampuran). Nandakumar now realizes 
that Jagan is no longer his. He bids an emotional farewell to his friend after con- 
ferring on him the ownership of the palatial house. His parting words may reflect 
the pain of a lost love: “I shall come back to spend a few days here whenever I feel 
like seeing you.” 

Yet che queer elements in this film are not confined to Nandakumar and Jagan’s 
friendship. They surface in che scene where Jagan confronts the two musclemen 
sent by Kolapully Thampuran, the villain. This is a clichéd episode that would con- 
ventionally call for a fistight. Surprisingly, Jagan does not attempt anything of the 
sort. Instead, he approaches one of the thugs, looks intently into his eyes, and makes 
a sudden move to grab his groin. As the antagonist blushes and buckles down, the 
watching villagers roar with laughter. In the process the muscleman is thoroughly 
emasculated. The gesture is repeated by Jagan later, now in a more humorous vein, 
with another muscleman attached to the villain. 

The queer bond between Nakulan and Dr. Sunny in Manichitrathazhw is also 
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subtly stated. It surfaces mainly when Sunny explains his plans to Nakulan. This 
scene is set in the early morning when Nakulan is still in bed. Dr. Sunny enters the 
room, gets on the bed, and starts explaining how he plans to deal with the prob- 
lems of Ganga’s mental disturbance and the apparent haunting of the ancestral 
house. He jokingly declares that since he is now in charge, he has the freedom to 
do whatever he wishes—“even to lie with Nakulan’s wife on the same bed.” While 
these words assign a sensual dimension to the act of “lying together on the same 
bed,” the shor records not a man and woman in bed, but two men—thereby sug- 
gesting both the sensual potential of the male bond as well as the contrasting “inno- 
cence” of Sunny’s proposed presence in bed with Nakulan’s wife. The signification 
is further tilted toward the former by an unexpected gesture from Sunny—he grabs 
a pillow and places it between his thighs before proceeding with the discussion. 

Dr. Sunny’s queerness is more clearly depicted when he meets another young 
man, Ajayan, who is Nakulan’s cousin, and who also lives in the ancestral home 
with his mother and sister. On his first night in the haunted house, Sunny is awak- 
ened by the sound of a dancer's ankle bells. He starts searching for its source. 
Suddenly a brass vessel with a spout, called a Aindi in Malayalam, is thrown at him, 
Searching for the thrower of the missile, he comes across Ajayan, who had woken 
up to relieve himself. A suspicious Sunny follows Ajayan and watches him pissing, 
causing the young man to blush. As Ajayan finishes the task, Sunny whispers mean- 
ingfully, “I saw!” The young man is baffled and Sunny explains: “I saw—the indi.” 
Here he is playing on the word indi, colloquially used to refer to the penis, since 
the spout of the vessel resembles a penis. During the rest of the sequence Sunny 
keeps repeating this line to the obvious embarrassment of the young man. Similar 
patterns of playful sexual harassment frequently appear in heterosexual contexts in 
Indian cinema, but what makes this sequence striking is its deployment in a same- 
sex context. 

The two men meet again in the bathing enclosure at the pond the next day. 
Initially Ajayan is uneasy in Sunny’s presence, especially after the previous night's 
happenings. He is also worried about his elder sister Indu because many suspect 
her of responsibility for the strange happenings in the haunted house. After some 
initial hostilities, che young man begins to weep and this becomes instrumental in 
initiating a friendship between the two men. In this sequence, Ajayan wears only 
a bath towel around his waist while Sunny is in a sleeveless T-shirt and shorts. Sunny 
assures Ajayan chat Indu will not be harmed, and proceeds to dry the young man’s 
hair with a cowel as a token of his affection. The physical intimacy of the two male 
bodies becomes a striking visual statement, wich Ajayan’s bulging crotch clearly 
visible. Sunny’s as well as the viewers’ gaze is directed toward his bare torso, repeat- 
edly framed in middle shots. The sequence acquires further significance because in 
Kerala the bathing enclosures near ponds are traditionally associated with clan- 
destine romantic encounters, mostly heterosexual. !0 

Compared to these two films, the representation of same-sex physicality in 
Thacholi Verghese Chekavar is more straightforward. The film presents Verghese as 
singularly concerned with and devoted to young Shyam. The pattern of their friend- 
ship fits a popular gay stereotype: Verghese is the dominant, protective, older man 
and Shyam the dependent, less powerful one. Their intimacy is celebrated in a song 
sequence where they assume several postures usually assumed by heterosexual lovers 
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in mainstream cinema. The sequence is presented in the form of a reverie—after 
their friendship has temporarily broken up, Verghese nostalgically recalls his happy 
days with Shyam. The shots record several instances of physical intimacy between 
the rwo men—Verghese teasing Shyam, Shyam trying to tickle Verghese, both of 
them hugging each other, and both of them mock fighting to rest their heads on 
the lap of Shyam’s mother. Meanwhile the voice-over song demonstrates Verghese’s 
longing for Shyam, whom he addresses by various terms of endearment such as “my 
little icon of flowers.” 

The crisis that sets the narrative in motion is Shyam’s unexpected disappearance 
from Verghese's life. This strain in the male bond is caused by Shyam’s growing 
friendship with another male, the villain Rajan Gurukkal, who consequently 
becomes Verghese’s arch rival. Verghese’s mission in the film, which he states more 
than once, is to win back Shyam “at any cost.” The main purpose of the action 
sequence that constitutes the film’s climax is to prove Shyam’s innocence and release 
him from Rajan’s dominance. 

The film ends with Verghese and Maya deciding to get married. But even this 
seemingly heterosexist ending does not dampen the queer warmth that pervades 
this cext. Maya and Verghese drift out of a church in which the priest is perform- 
ing a marriage rice. Outside the church, Shyam joins them and the last shot of the 
film has the trio posing together. This shor records a beaming Verghese with his 
protective hands on the shoulders of his two consorts—Maya on one side and Shyam 
on the other—implying the birth of a curious alternative family. An unexpected 
gesture further tilts this triangle toward a queer matrix—while Maya stands gaz- 
ing at the camera, Shyam tenderly buries his face in Verghese's shoulder. Thus, the 
final image the film leaves in the viewer's mind is that of Verghese (the dominant 
man) with one hand officially on the shoulder of a woman (Maya) while his other 
hand hugs a dependent man (Shyam), who clings to him. 

The heterosexual resolutions of the other two films have a similar structure. 
Sunny’'s decision to marry Indu, Ajayan’s sister and Nakulan’s cousin, comes as a 
surprise toward the end of Manichitrathazhu, since there is no prior indication of 
emotional or physical attraction between them. The film's early episodes present 
Indu as silently in love with Nakulan. The complete absence of any intimacy 
between Sunny and Indu is in direct contrast to the clearly recorded emotional and 
physical intimacy and companionship between Sunny and Ajayan. Hence, the sur- 
prising final twist—Sunny’s unexpected proposal and Indu’s silent acceptance— 
acquires other connotations, especially since Indu is Ajayan’s sister. Forming a 
socially acceptable relationship with the elder sister would enable Sunny to retain 
his contact with her family in general and her younger brother in particular—espe- 
cially since his only other link with the family, Nakulan, is set to leave for Calcutta. 
Yet the final sequence of the film presents Sunny leaving the village with Nakulan 
and his wife, Ganga, creating a triangle similar to the one seen at the end of Thacholi 
Verghese Chekavar. This gives the impression that the promised marriage is a ploy 
to camouflage a queer resolution. It also indicates that Sunny’s marriage with Indu 
might only mark his shift from one queer triangle co another, both premised on a 
prominently stated male bond. 

Aram Thampuran ends with Jagan's decision to marry Unnimaya. Once again, 
there are no prior visuals that hint of his desire for the girl. The only romantic song 
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sequence that features them together is presented as Unnimaya’s daydream, which 
represents her desire, not his. According to Jagan, his decision to marry her is 
prompted by his patriarchal instinct to protect a helpless girl. The only girl with 
whom Jagan seems to have some emotional intimacy is Nayantara, whom he refuses 
to marry. Is this because of a fear that she might come in the way of his emotional 
link with Nandakumar? The final parting of the male pair underscores the possi- 
bilicy of a continuing sentimental bond—they bid farewell, promising to rush to 
each other whenever they feel like seeing each other. In other words, the male bond 
is not broken, but temporarily suspended. 

Thus, it can be said that all three Mohanlal films recurrently negotiate male- 
male desire, imagined in both physical and emotional terms. The ideal “masculine” 
identity is defined alternatively as desiring and desired by another male. This desire 
is sharply contrasted with the male's near-total indifference to a physically alluring 
female. The final happy resolutions of these films are anchored on a muted promise 
of the continuation of the male bond. 


The Goddess in the Attic 


‘Women play an important part in these films, and each film presents two con- 
trasting female characters. One is a city girl who briefly visits the village to woo a 
man and thus explicitly declare her desire; this desiring woman is either rejected 
or reformed and sent back to the city. This is what Verghese does co the lusty Annie, 
whom he was supposed co marry. Jagan does almost the same, perhaps more politely, 
to Nayantara. Though the pattern is different, Ganga in Manichitrathazhu is also 
such a woman; Sunny discovers that her boredom with wifehood and repressed 
desire for the neighborhood male poet have caused her to become mentally dis- 
curbed and to identify with the legendary concubine Nagavally, who was murdered 
by one of Nakulan’s ancestors and now haunts the ancestral house. 

All chese women are clearly projected as “phallic” women who could emascu- 
late if not annihilate the male. Annie is frequently seen wielding a phallic camera 
with a protruding zoom lens, with which she attempts to capture the yogic pos- 
tures of Verghese, at the same time trying to arrest him with her castrating gaze. 
Nayantara’s phallic associations are less pronounced, yet she too has a camera—a 
camcorder. She generally appears in leather jeans and has a body language indica- 
tive of power and freedom. Her flirtatious, almost lesbian, overtures toward 
Unnimaya also imply a subtle “phallic” power. Yet the most powerful of the three 
women is Ganga of Manichitrathazhu, who, in her hallucinations, metamorphoses 
into the bloodthirsty Nagavally and attempts to murder her husband, Nakulan. 

These phallic and sometimes murderous women who declare their desires have 
no obvious impact on the Mohanlal hero. His relative lack of desire for women 
immunizes him and enables him to discipline and cure them. He almost assaults 
Annie and politely rebuffs Nayantara. As for the powerful Ganga-Nagavally, he 
uses his modern psychiatric techniques in conjunction with the skills ofa Brahman 
priest to exorcise her. Thus, tradition, imagined in Vedic Brahmanical terms, and 
modernity, represented by Dr. Sunny’s training in Western medicine, join hands to 
discipline the desiring woman into a faithful, monogamous housewife. Toward the 
end of Manichitrathazhu we see an obviously exhausted Ganga, “cured” of her desire 
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and eager to go back to the city where she can once more live as Nakulan’s faith- 
ful wife. She even identifies herself as “Ganga Nakulan.” 

Yer the taming of the desiring woman also brings the Mohanlal hero in contact 
with another femme fatale—one who is virginal, and whose desires are muted and 
consequently deemed more dangerous. The concept of such a wrathful virgin “god- 
dess in the attic” is integral to feudal upper-caste mythologies in Kerala. 
Traditionally, wealthy rural households used to have a shrine for this goddess in the 
attic, and sometimes in the cellar as well, where she was regularly worshiped. It 
was believed that if the worship was irregular, her wrath would unleash misfor- 
tunes that could lead to the ruin of the household. Difficult to please and notori- 
ously quick-tempered, these goddesses were imagined as simultaneously virginal 
and maternal. The archetype of such a goddess recurs both in Aram Thampuran and 
Manichitrathazhu. 

The legendary Nagavally in Manichitrathazbu has some features of the wrathful 
female deity in the attic. Yet throughout the first half of the film, it is the myste- 
tious and virginal Indu who assumes a similar function. She is considered respon- 
sible for the signs of haunting that mysteriously reappear in the house and is looked 
upon with fear by the other members of the family. Her unrequited desire for 
Nakulan is considered responsible for this state of affairs. Her “muted desire” is 
projected as more dangerous than Ganga’s expressed desire. 

In Aram Thampuran, there are several references to the presiding female deity of 
the village whose annual festival has not been conducted for several years. Her wrath 
is believed co be causing misfortunes in the village. The narrative then cleverly 
identifies che village girl Unnimaya, abandoned and lonely, with this goddess. 
‘When Jagan meets her for the first time in the temple, she is in red, with her hair 
let down—appearing like a human incarnation of the goddess. Hence Jagan’s 
attempt to appease the goddess and rid che villagers of her wrath is simultaneous 
with his decision to marry and protect Unnimaya. As the new feudal lord, he must 
undertake such protective gestures. 

Thacholi Verghese Chekavar does not present any such ominous figures, Maya is cer- 
tainly not a mysterious figure: she is an orphan, and it is her helpless condition that 
triggers off all the crises in che narrative. Eventually she decides to stay with Verghese 
because she feels safe in his presence. Thus, though not projected as a goddess, she 
has a function similar to that of Maya and Indu in the other two films. 


Conclusion: Marriage and Same-Sex Bonds Coexist 


In conclusion it can be said that all three films construct ideal companionship as 
existing only between men. Male bonds are defined through a remarkably overt 
physicality, often contrasted with a near absence of male desire for women. These 
films define women as a social responsibility that intervenes and disrupts male 
bonds. Desire for women, if openly expressed, is censored and rejected; if muted, 
on the other hand, it is imagined as threatening and mysteriously dangerous. 
Defusing this threat through marriage is defined as a male responsibility. 

A strikingly similar concept of marriage emerges in all three films. For men it 
is a responsibility but for women a privilege. The male bond can continue even 
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after a marriage predicated on social responsibility, for emotional companionship 
and physical desire still circulate primarily between men. 

Commercial cinema is a social institution that strives to provide visual pleasure. 
These reimaginings of gendered subjectivities also constitute the technologies of 
pleasure deployed by these films. Both Manichitrathazhu and Aram Thampuran 
achieved phenomenal commercial success and were among the biggest hits in the 
recent history of Malayalam cinema, while Thacholi Verghese Chekavar was a mid- 
dling commercial success. Admittedly patriarchal, and even misogynist, these films 
nonetheless demonstrate that gendered subjectivities and desire in contemporary 
India overflow conventional heterosexist frameworks of reading. 


Notes 
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and Kalpana Lajmi’s Darmiyan (1997) and Pooja Bhat's Tamanna (1996), both about 

eunuchs, are some of the prominent films in this category. 
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.. The cencral character is an artistic girl, Ganga, married to a businessman Nakulan, and 
living in Calcutta. They visit Nakulan's ancestral mansion in a Kerala village. The man- 
sion is rumored to be haunted by the ghost of Nagavally, a dancer who was the concu- 
bine of one of Nakulan’s ancestors. When Nagavally fell in love with another dancer, 
Ramanathan, the patriarch had her killed. When her ghost started haunting the man- 
sion, an exorcist was hired who imprisoned her in the attic, which has been locked ever 
since. Ganga discovers that a young poet whose work she adores lives next door. 
Fascinated by the myth of Nagavally, she forges a key and opens the locked attic. Soon, 
signs of haunting reappear in the household. Dr. Sunny discovers that Ganga is bored 
with Nakulan. Her desire for the neighborhood poet (which her civilized self refuses to 
accept) inspires her to unconsciously identify with Nagavally. By strangely re-creating 
a situation in which Nagavally gets an opportunity to murder her enemy, Dr. Sunny 
restores Ganga’s sanity. 

7. In a remote Kerala village, Verghese trains youngsters in Kalaripayattu, a traditional 
martial art. His rival, Rajan Gurukkal, also a martial arts expert, has a more fashionable 
gym in Madras. The narrative is set in motion by a murder in which Verghese’s disci- 
ple Shyam gets entangled. Rajan convinces Shyam that the only way to escape incar- 
ceration is by murdering Maya, a girl who is the only eyewitness to the murder. Shyam 
lies to Verghese that he is in love with Maya, who deserted him. Verghese kidnaps Maya 
and brings her to Shyam. After a series of misunderstandings, Verghese learns that the 
murder was actually committed by Rajan. In a mundane climax, Verghese bashes up the 
villain and hands him to the police. 

8. As the reward for a difficult business deal that Jagannathan earns for his patron 

‘Nandakumar, he asks for an old mansion in a remote village in Kerala. The only inmates 

of the derelict mansion are a young girl, Unnimaya, and her foster father. She is the ille- 

gitimate daughter of the last member of an erstwhile royal family. The sad state of the 
palace is due to the wrath of a patriarch from a rival royal family, Kolapully Thampuran, 
who is hated by all the villagers. Jagan takes over the protection of mansion, village, 
and Unnimaya. He decides to revive the annual festival of the village temple, which the 
villain had stopped. There follow several intrigues until it is revealed that Jagan was the 
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only son of the temple priest, who had committed suicide when wrongly accused of theft. 
After a spectacular climax the villains are punished and the festival celebrated. At the 
villagers’ request, Jagan decides to stay on as their new lord, with Unnimaya as his wife. 
‘Nandakumar bestows the mansion on them as a wedding present and leaves for 
Bangalore. 


. Gopinarhan R.., “Return of the Popular,” Deep Focus 8, nos. 1-2 (1988): 11-15. 
|. This is structurally different from the association of male homoeroticism with bathing 


in open air that recurs in British fiction and painting of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries. The bathing enclosures of rural ponds in Kerala are well-covered 
public spaces chat provide substantial privacy for clandestine erotic encounters. 


13 
“| Sleep behind You” 


Male Homosociality and Homoeroticism 
in Indian Parallel Cinema 


Thomas Waugh 


Over the last couple of generations Indian cinemas, like the cinemas of the West, 
have engaged with modernity through acting out the so-called crisis of mas- 
culinity, but have done so in their own distinct ways. Commercial popular cin- 
ema has done so through the volcanic fulgurations of the erotic marketplace, 
through danses macabres with censors, fightmasters, blackmarketeers, and schiz- 
ophrenic star personae, through cataclysmic gender disruptions no sooner reg- 
istered than disavowed by hyperbolic restabilizations. Increasingly, in recent 
years, as I have observed elsewhere,! Bollywood has escalated this crisis through 
probings of marginal and subversive sexualities, probings both tentative and 
kamikaze, of which gay villains and sidekicks as well as bijras coming brashly 
out of the Bollywood closet are the most conspicuous instances. 

The so-called parallel or art cinema has participated no less profoundly in the 
crisis of masculinity, but in more restrained and distinctly different ways. Over 
the last generation, this peripatetic “international” cinema has almost entirely 
repressed or at best camouflaged discourses of eroticism in general and homo- 
eroticism in particular. Whether this chastity is due to the parallel cinema's over- 
whelming dogma of middle-class social realism or because of the centrality of 
the state as both artistic patron and censor hardly matters. The recent Fire out- 
break (Deepa Mehta, 1997) and the selective circulation of other diasporic queer 
texts, from My Beautiful Laundrette (Stephen Frears and Hanif Kureishi, 1986) 
to Kama Sutra (Mira Nair, 1997) and Bombay Boys (Kaizad Gustad, 1998), as well 
as recent queer inroads in indigenously produced work by Rajkumar Sharma 
(Mai, 1989), Amol Palekar (Dayra [The Square Circle}, 1996), Kalpana Lajmi 
(Darmiyan [In Between}, 1997), Sumitra Bhave (Zindagi Zindabad (Long Live 
Life}, with Sunil Sukhthankar, 1998), and Pankaj Butalia (Kearvan, [Shadows 
in the Dark}, 1999) demonstrate how hard it will be for the parallel cinema to 
maintain its virginity, the tightening political atmosphere notwithstanding. 

The parallel cinema's historic avoidance pattern with regard to explicit same- 
sex discourses and identities does not mean that same-sex relations have not been 


194 Queering India 


one of its central preoccupations. On the contrary: as in the popular cinema, the 
mythologies of homosociality constitute one of its fundamental cores. These 
homosocial mythologies offer a safe and unique conduit for same-sex desire in this 
parallel cinema and thus their apparently innocent surfaces are continually dis- 
turbed by symptoms of trouble beneath. This chapter looks not at the recent queer 
inroads mentioned above, but at four films by and about men, films not especially 
blatant in their queer affirmations (nor for that matter wholly typical, admittedly, 
of the diverse corpus of Indian art cinema since 19772), but four films especially 
and symptomatically fraught with trouble all the same within the male homoso- 
cial generic momentum of the 1970s, ‘80s, and '90s. Of these four films, two are 
historical costume melodramas that depict dominance-submission relations among 
men within and across colonial boundaries of race, class, and culture: The Chess 
Players (Satyajit Ray, 1977) and Massey Sabib (Pradeep Krishen, 1985). The othere 
two are postcolonial black comedies that use male homosocial institutions, a col- 
lege and the Indian Civil Service, respectively, as the setting for eruptions and con- 
tainments in the sex gender system>: Holi (Ketan Mehta, 1984), a parablelike revolt 
in a men’s college that culminates in the lynching of a “third sex” scapegoat, and 
English August (Dev Benegal, 1996), in which Agastya, a cosmopolitan intellectual 
on duty at a remote posting in Andhra Pradesh called Madna, discovers his alien- 
ation from the great unwashed hinterland. Interestingly, all four films are adapted 
from prestigious sources in other media, namely theater and literature—a factor 
that may add co their anomalous status but no doubr co their cultural resonance 
as well. 

I will situate all four films, which chronologically span twenty years (more than 
thirty if one remembers the Mahesh Elkunchwar late-sixties Marathi stage play 
that is the source of Ho/i), as crystallizations of the homosocial turbulence of the 
parallel cinema in general, of the way same-sex desire has been constructed textu- 
ally within these films’ masculinist ideological apparatus. I am also looking for 
symptomatic subtextual signs of homoerotic stress and of emerging queer imagi- 
naries. I will principally employ textual analysis in this endeavor, without down- 
loading significant quantities of “theory” onto these films. 

To set the stage, I look at a fifth film, Bomgay, one of the very rare Indian paral- 
lel films that might be called “queer” in the Euro-American sense. This film, an 
eleven-minute short made in 1996, is in fact so parallel that director Riyad Wadia 
apparently declined to submit it to the censors—wisely, one might add—and has 
screened it abroad only in queer festivals and special screenings, and for invited 
audiences at home. According to an interview and quasireview in Bombay Dost, 
Bomgay is self-styled as “India’s First Gay Film. . . . the ‘first’ indigenously produced 
‘gay’ film from India. . . . {a work] bringing the subject of homosexuality out in the 
open [and emboldening] the emerging gay culture in India. ... the first film the 
gay community can call their own.”5 

Bomgay is a collection of cinematic adaptations and embellishments of six short 
poems by Pune-based English-language poet and playwright R. Raj Rao—all 
vignettes, variously heavy and light, about Mumbai same-sex subcultural life. 
Wadia's extravagant and unnuanced promotional claims to a certain model of same- 
sex identification are echoed by Bomgay's expository captions that fill up the space 
between the six nuanced and rather cryptic film poems. The captions pad the film 
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both literally and symbolically with statistics about 50 million men who have sex 
with men and 12.5 million exclusively homosexual men in India~about one per- 
cent of the population—and other statements of dubious facticity about Indian gay 
men as sociopsychic personae and as an identifiable demographic constituency in 
the Western “ethnic” sense. Though the film has hardly had its share of favorable 
reviews, it has clear value not only as a cinematic “first” but also as an entry point 
to a much larger discussion of Indian parallel cinema. 

This model of same-sex identification, which I have called elsewhere middle- 
class metropolitan movements and identities or MMMIs (after Lawrence Cohen®), 
is especially illuminated by the shortest of the film poems, which gives its title co 
the collection. The film and poem succinctly present a gay male New Yorker as a 
“sex tourist” whom the narrator, “the postcolonial pimp,” has introduced to three 
sites of homoerotic expression in the Mumbai urban landscape, the network of 
Western-style gay clubs and discos, the underground ghetto of men’s public toi- 
lets, and finally the steeple of the Apsara Theatre, a secular pop architectural state- 
ment of the phallic core of certain Shaivite corners of Hindu spirituality and culture. 
According to the poet, gay male foreign sex tourists love the tour but prefer the 
architectural tower most of all, apparently fetishizing the camp exoticity of this 
unexpected /ingam, or phallus. This short film is told primarily through scenes of 
the American perusing snapshot stills of the tour, himself posing with his pimp 
and others, snapshots being the natural medium for che touristic experience. Why 
does the narrator characterize himself with such relish as a postcolonial pimp? 
Perhaps for having commodified and betrayed these sexual mysteries for the out- 
sider, But one senses that he is perhaps not as anxious for the foreign pounds and 
dollars as he says, but rather invokes them to mask his own shamed engagement 
in all three sites, in domestic cross-class sex tourism, with equal parts of obsession 
and ambivalence. In fact like the sex tourist, the narrator and entire film/poem seem 
to be negotiating various models of same-sex desire on a culturally specific contin- 
uum between homosociality and homoeroticism, confronting indigenous sex-gender 
discourses with those comfortably recognizable as transculturally queer. 

I thus see Bomgay in an unwitting dialogue with the foregoing tradition of crisis- 
fraught homosocial art cinema, inadvertently recapitulating chose earlier films’ 
negotiations, both textual and subtextual, among models of desire. I would like 
now to explore three iconographical clusters taken from Bomgay—the family, the 
body, and violence—and examine how they extend the four parallel features’ ear- 
lier and more oblique rehearsal of them. 


The Family 


The poet characterizes his sex-tourist clients as “family members,” a wry parodic 
pointer to both bodily appendages and queer kinship. But he is pointing also co 
the overwhelmingly normative institution of Indian social life, the family ideal- 
ized and enshrined in Bollywood but routinely held up for dissection in feminist 
parallel cinema and in much of the parallel cinema of male crisis. For one thing, 
Bomgay, and in particular the first subfilm, “Opinions,” make the clash explicit 
between the MMMI model of the postcolonial bachelor and the traditional family 
as unit of reproduction, inheritance, curry preparation, and funeral rites. In 
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“Opinions,” the narrator knows that Shantabai, his female domestic employee, does 
not understand bachelorhood and presumably does not even see him cruising the 
bare-chested hunk who passes them in the corridor. The narrator, played by Rao 
himself, is seen buying onions, but Shantabai worries that they are not ending up 
in vegetable curries, knowing full well that culinary activity is a marker of “nor- 
mal” familial organization. But the adapted family of queer friendship circles also 
defines itself in terms of culinary activity, having friends over for a dinner: signif- 
icantly the meal in “Friends,” the sixth subfilm, is cosmopolitan spaghetti, not 
curry—a sign of imported identities? Furthermore, there is no domestic servant 
visible in this chic bachelor flat, and their obvious socioeconomic privilege is both 
taken for granted and understated. In the other domestic arrangement depicted in 
Bomgay, in “Enema,” the male-male conjugal unit is depicted, in fact side by side 
in the monogamous bed. Yet culinary issues are present even here, for the charac- 
ter’s gastrointestinal problems are brought on by eating “junk food” ouside of the 
domestic zone. Fortunately they can be remedied by the elixir of anal penetration, 
which stimulates the excretory function as well as solidifying the conjugal unit. 
Thus the traditional family is problematized by its absence, or is redefined, both 
by sexuality and by food and the other materials of domesticity. 

In the four feature films I am analyzing, the family is also problematized but 
not defined by anything so wholesome as shared food. In the homosocial world of 
these films—and indeed in large swaths of parallel cinema over the years—there 
is very little of Bollywood's hollowly sanctimonious cult of familitude. Indeed, in 
this world of unfulfilled and betrayed marriages, and heterosexual initiations char- 
acterized by alienation, violence, and deception, the family is a glaringly evident 
structuring absence. English August's outsider hero, Agastya, is an outsider as much 
to the family network he experiences peripherally in his world, as to his homosocial 
world of Indian Civil Service cuckolds, bachelors, abandoned husbands, and clos- 
eted gay romantic drunks. Likewise, the Holi boys, Massey, and the chess players 
are all situated in relation to problematical, stressful, or threatened heterosexual 
courtships and families and all much prefer the sociality of the all-male world, or, 
as Massey's colonial boss's wife Ruby scornfully puts it, “playing boy scout” (see 
fig. 13.1). Massey's pathetic attempt at heterosexual family foundation, from 
courtship to ceremony to reproduction, would delight Judith Butler?—ic is so 
much an imitation, a parodic performance of his boss Charles Adams's marriage 
ideal, which itself, we see behind the scenes, also turns out to be a mess hardly wor- 
thy of such rote repetition. The two parallel marriages in Massey Sabib, like those 
in The Chess Players and others in this corpus, are triangular homosocial arrange- 
ments in which the husband’s male comrade is the third term. As for English 
August's Agastya, this poor bachelor is so badgered by Madna-ites’ queries about 
his marital status and his wife chat he invents fantastic stories about her, includ- 
ing her recent bout with breast cancer, to liven up their lives with a dose of conju- 
gal melodrama. The structure of this world is not the hysterical hetero versus homo 
binary that Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick has so convincingly established as the base of 
modern Euro-American sex-gender systems,® but a positional relationship with the 
family, kinship, and reproduction, an insider-outsider binary of familied versus non- 
familied that has little to do with sex. 
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Figure 13.1 

“Playing boy scout” in 
Massty Sabib: homo- 
social, corporal intimacy 
between colonial boss 
and babu. 


The Body 


Bomgay is naturally full of male bodies, almost all young, firm, and eroticized, 
appearing to the film/poem narrators and protagonists as either fantasy or real-life 
corporalities, especially in the poem segments entitled “Opinions,” “Underground,” 
“Enema,” and “Bomgay.” Wadia’s hunky cast are strictly Mumbai male model mate- 
tial, unrecognizable in relation to the population of India’s other cinematic or social 
realms, even Bollywood's, with their sculpted hairless bodies, gym-pumped pec- 
torals and buttocks from heaven, clean-shaven classically north Indian faces, and 
perfect haircuts—not to mention an ambiguous sexual orientation that is prudently 
disavowed in the credits. The hunks have a privileged role, especially in the fan- 
tasy “Lefty” segment, where the brazenness of male nudity and simulated male- 
male sex are unprecedented in Indian (nondiasporic) cinema. The original poem is 
about marginality, a first-person fantasy of a left-handed writer feeling stared at in 
a university library, which then suddenly shifts to a meditation about “family” and 
“your lover” and the paradoxical social justice of public space where, thanks in part 
to mirrors, fully democratic sexual staring back is permitted. Wadia transforms the 
rather nuanced and discreet poem into the protagonist's graphic fantasy of being 
anally ravished by suddenly nude fellow library users, replicated in the library mir- 
rors. Most recognizable to parallel cinephiles is che accor Rahul Bose, who plays 
the left-handed fantasizer. Bose also plays the aimless civil service hero in English 
August and the gay character in Bombay Boys, and has thus acquired a queer iconic- 
ity.9 Bose is very cosmopolitan looking, with his stylish short haircut but with a 
smaller body and larger personality than the MMMIs—nowhere more fetching 
than in his English August jogging outfit. There is certainly no resemblance to the 
realist star stable that has maintained the parallel cinema elsewhere, full of “char- 
acter” rather than beauty, gangling like Naseeruddin Shah or pockmarked like Om 
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Puri (who, interestingly, play the small parts of the sympathetic hostel warden and 
manipulative principal, respectively, in Holi), always looking but seldom to be 
looked at. There is no resemblance either to the traditionally epicene “pretty boy” 
leading men of Bollywood—little resemblance even to the pumped-up Sanjay Dutt 
types who made inroads after Amitabh Bachchan parachuted his Westernized 
macho body onto the scene in the 1970s. 

The explicit theme of masturbation is virgin territory for Indian cinema (except 
for Anand Patwardhan’s communalist documentary subjects in Ram Ke Naam {In 
the Name of God, 1992] who boast of jerking off to Bollywood rape scenes!). Thus 
it was easy for Bose's persona to become the epitomous Hindu wanker. It is unclear 
whether Agastya’s efforts to swear off the continual furtive movement beneath the 
sheets (“I don’t want to waste my sperm on Madna” [the sweltering Andhra town 
to which he has been exiled]) stem from a nineteenth-century Judeo-Christian ethic 
of seminal productivity or a Hindu ethic of karmic sperm recycling —perhaps both. 
His efforts include the decidedly Western activity of nocturnal jogging rather than 
Eastern meditation at dawn, but significantly the former simply attracts the quasi- 
sexual attention of marauding teasers. Masturbation is mostly a comic motif in this 
and the rare other homosocial films where it is referred to; we are not spared che 
predictable spilt milk metaphor, and English August's clever publicity slogan joined 
in the fun (“In a strange place, you have to hold your own”). But it is deadly seri- 
ous behind the jokes, the symptomatic sign of existential crisis for Agastya and his 
generation, gender, and class; one critic reproached the character for narcissism,! 
Loving the self has vague but unavoidable associations with same-sex desire in both 
English August, where it is shown, and in Holi, where it is acknowledged only ver- 
bally as an obsessive activity of the frustrated college boys in the cramped intimacy 
of their collective space and of the cinema hall. 

This homoerotic association is heightened in English August by the hyperbolic 
erotic inscription of Agastya’s fetching body. The character is transgressively hetero- 
sexual in Upamanyu Chatterji’s novel of the same name (1988), but here in this 
visual medium Agastya is habitually posed beguilingly and delectably nude (not 
frontal of course; after all, che film sought a censor certificate and the national award 
for English-language cinema, and got both!). But this uninhibited look at the actor's 
body is camouflaged by director Benegal’s retention of the original novel's minor 
gay character as a disavowal mechanism. Treated with the usual symptomatic 
comedic levity, together with a tinge of pathos, and with none of the visual eroti- 
cism present everywhere else, harmonium-player Shankar is a mournful and 
drunken neighbor in che Indian Civil Service bachelor compound. His uninten- 
tional double entendres in faulty English are a source of great sexual wit (for 
example, “I sleep behind you") and his tentative hand on Agastya’s thigh is quickly 
noted and as quickly disengaged (see fig. 13.2). Suitably inoculated by the fag jokes, 
the spectator can then relish the spectacle of Bose’s corporal display without anxi- 
ety or guilt. 

If Agastya and his younger middle-class peers in Holi are associated with semen, 
their lower-class desi homologues are associated with another bodily material — 
namely, excrement. For, to reverse Yeats's aphorism, excrement, too, is pitched in 
the place of love's mansion. One of Rao’s favorite themes, excremental eros is elab- 
orated most fully in “Underground,” where sexual fantasies, memories, and expe- 
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Figure 13.2 


riences are scented with the abjection of the underground toilet network. It is also 
associated with the voyeurism of the commuter rail passenger who is on the pruri- 
ent lookout for male squatters as he enters Mumbai along the tracks through the 
slums, a “ripe harvest” with “power of ammunition.” Elsewhere in Bomgay, excre- 
tion symbolizes release from the constipation of urban life, a release triggered, as 
already mentioned, by receptive anal intercourse, and thus acquiring a particular 
association with pleasure, desire, and sexual exchange, associated this time, how- 
ever, with the sanitized glamour of a European-style toilet, not che train tracks. 

In English August, too, excrement is a continuous motif, from a sacrilegious visual 
gag about a Gandhi statue with his walking staff stuck up his ass to jokes about 
in-the-street urination. Such a blatant scatological texture has never been seen in 
any other Indian film. The topper is a climactic image of an anonymous pile of 
human turds deposited nightly on a bridgepost, seeming to stand in its indeci- 
pherability for the absurdity and savage physicality of the outpost, Madna, where 
the hero has been sent to encounter the “other” and himself. Holi has a less impor- 
tant but quite visible excretory interest as well. The communal bathroom is a cen- 
tral location where rear views of voiders and shakers recur, and the boisterous 
dialogue is fraught with scatological vulgarity, all especially daring for a 1986 film. 
No doubt the scatological thrust of this and the other films (the urbane Ray is the 
exception here), the fascination with che bowels, effectively connotes the abject 
material substratum of the male body in crisis, the lower end of a continuum of 
intensely physical and homosocial activities that the male bodies engage in, includ- 
ing nude bathing, smoking ganja, jogging, and masturbation, and in Holi, eating, 
drinking, fighting, singing, and debauchery. Though Agastya and the Holi boys all 
pass through their perfunctory opposite-sex moments and articulations, by and 
large their physical and sexual habitus is homosocial, a universe of intense physi- 
cal intimacy whose flirtation with homoerotic sensuousness belies the disavowals 
that are also in play. 

In the two colonial costume films, the articulation of the male body is less earthy. 
In The Chess Players, Ray clothes his three principal Indian protagonists—the musi- 
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cal poet-king who is ousted by the British, and the two aristocrats who play chess 
while the British take over cheir kingdom and adulterers infilerate their bedrooms— 
in the epicene corporality and brocaded robes of their class and period (the king 
also gets makeup and perfume), and in so doing provokes no little debate over this 
implied interface of masculinity, history, and nationality.!! (Whether the adulterer 
and the British soldiers are implied objects of desire in this narrative world is 
another question that had apparently not dawned on Ray, or even the critics who 
debated the film.) Ashis Nandy has quite correctly observed chat conflicts over gen- 
der roles are played out within the male camps of both colonizers and colonized, 
but these conflicts are enacted nor only in the script he quotes lavishly, but also in 
the gestural and corporal languages of the body—in the dances of the deposed king 
as well as the courtly and graceful languorousness of the chess players (in contra- 
diction to the stiff formality of the conquerors). The bottom line is chat the elegant 
chess players, too, would far rather be with each other in this world of corporal ele- 
gance and sensual fellowship than with their wives, their political constituency, or 
anyone else. In general, however, Ray is too much a poet of middle-class repression 
to be an interpreter of male corporality—{though his homosocially triangular nar- 
ratives inspired by Rabindranath Tagore (Charulata [1964] and Home and the World 
{1984}) see men’s bodies vividly through the eyes of their wavering female hero- 
ines, and the palpably physical gang of male vacationers in Days and Nights in the 
Forest (1969) is no doubt the exception that proves the rule. Ray has never shown 
the slightest interest in homoeroticism, though a stiff homosocial intimacy is part 
of his everyday vocabulary. 

A less restrained case in point is Massey Sabib, where the male body performs a 
very carnal cinematic schizophrenia of masculinity. Before the British male admin- 
istrators whom he imitates and idolizes in a kind of erotic mimicry, Massey is a 
slapstick object of ridicule. There is one point where, having been humiliated in 
his heterosexual aspirations, his nakedness itself is the object of that shame. When 
he is within his own culture's homosocial environment, his small taut body tells 
another story, acquiring leadership, strength, confidence, charisma, and its own sen- 
sual grace. Two scenes each associate this transformed body with music and per- 
formance; one is with his comrades around a campfire, and one is at che jungle 
construction site. In both cases his singing and exhortation, bare chested and gleam- 
ing with sweat, pulsing with motion and rhychm—with prize-winning actor 
Raghuvir Yadav at his most intense—belie the clumsy asexual colonial babu. 
(Significantly, this is che only one of the five films under discussion that specular- 
ize the physicality of manual work: an odd index of the art cinema’s moorings in 
the middle-class intelligentsia?) But Massey’s physical pleasure and grace imme- 
diately repressed in his obsessive attachment to the British men he adores, and repu- 
diated entirely in the literal imprisonment of the final scene, as we shall see. 

Interestingly, no hijras or third sexers had intruded on the parallel cinema until 
the 1990s, when there appeared the exceptional and well-received films by the direc- 
tors listed at the outset of this chapter. For the most part these films have attracted 
academics and restricted TV or art house audiences abroad. Significantly, Darmiyan 
is by a woman director/writer, Kalpana Lajmi, and transpires within a historical 
female homosocial universe rather than its hegemonic male counterpart. When 
what Lawrence Cohen refers to as “intergendered, auspicious and playful thirdness” 
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firse surfaced more than a decade earlier in Holi!2 it was far from a reclamation of 
the alterior body, irrecuperably articulated with all the playfulness of a lynch mob, 
imposed rather than embodied. Here the “third” body, taunted with “hijra” and 
“prostitute,” branded with marks of repulsion, scorned, assaulted, prodded, 
denuded, doused, daubed, and bedecked, is flaunted as the abject alien element— 
devoid even of Massey's dignity as victim (fig. 13,3). This body is purged and rit- 
ually expelled from the choreography of “normalized” male bodies that drew praise 
as Mehta's brilliant long take mise-en-scéne. If the male body is a battleground 
over power and desire, in the parallel cinema until recently sex gender deviants 
were too frightening to be engaged even as combatants. 


Violence/Submission 


In discussing bodies, we have repeatedly and unavoidably veered toward the theme 
of violence, for where there is homosociality violence predictably erupts. Bomgay's 
“Underground” shows with great graphic efficacy the unresisted and bloody blud- 
geoning of the middle-class cruiser by the sexy young goonda he has made eye con- 
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tact with, propositioned, and groped at the underground station urinals—a 
moment chillingly dramatized through Wadia’s use of stills. This device may reflect 
Wadia’s budget rather than his discretion, as do, no doubt, the ritualized colonial 
violence of territorial invasion and capital punishment in The Chess Players and 
Massey Sabib, respectively, which are largely offscreen. However, the graphic cli- 
max of Holi overcompensates in its explicitness and ranks surely as one of the most 
horrifying in a national cinema already littered with subaltern corpses—it culmi- 
nates in the graphic sight of the dead queer hanging from his fan. The escalating 
tension within the young men’s dormitory is connected throughout to vague stu- 
dent discontent, the amorphous class resentment of middle-class youth, and in gen- 
eral a high testosterone level, so much so that the fisticuffs, masturbation, 
heterosexual transgressions, and verbal aggression do not seem to dissipate it. The 
scapegoat is Anand, an obsequious and less macho dorm-mate who is said to pro- 
vide sexual services to his bully roommate and others, and submits to their black- 
mail for tea, sunglasses, and money. Anand’s homosexuality is thus made all but 
explicit, with even the school principal alluding threateningly and evasively to che 
kind of relationships he has with certain kinds of friends. 

The film’s actual avoidance of names for these relationships extends to discourses 
around the film as well. The chree indigenous commentaries on che film that I have 
tracked down all mysteriously avoid the narrative's sexual politics and its queer- 
bashing, scapegoating thrust, as does even an interview with director Ketan Mehta 
(a respected auteur with radical and feminist political credentials). This avoidance 
is orchestrated by che narrative. Anand’s principal offense is at the outset construed 
by his classmates as his privileged family ties to che college administration. Toward 
the climax of the film, Anand succumbs to the administration's pressure and threats 
and informs on those of his classmates who were involved in an ineffectual student 
revolt, but he omits from the hit list his roommate/lover. The latter repays the favor 
by inciting the others to the mob frenzy at the film’s climax. Blackmail is not only 
an element of the plot but also the essence of the film's moral manipulation of the 
spectator—the queer sacrificial victim is shown to be a whining, sycophantic, and 
spoiled loser who surely deserves what he gets. 

Accritic in the diasporic Trikone aptly summarizes the film's climax, noting, “the 
students burst into an orgy of violence. This sequence, filmed with multiple cam- 
eras and imaginatively edited, produces an effect so graphic and humiliating that 
I couldn’t watch it a second time. The students swear at Anand, kick and beat him, 
dunk his head in a sewer, smear red lipstick on his lips, strip him down to his black 
nylon underwear, drape a purple sari around him, and make him dance a mujra. 
Finally, they shave his head as he sobs silently.”!3 But even this critic cannot bear 
to detail the final revelation of Anand’s suicide, where the victim seems to have 
submitted to his humiliation as silently as Wadia’s toilet cruiser. Thereupon his 
mournful hallmates file out to face the legal consequences with a dignity they have 
not previously shown, as if this catharsis at che expense of the queer scapegoat has 
awakened them to the tragic realities of adult citizenship in an unjust society. The 
various dynamics in play—coming of age at the expense of the other, the sexual 
metaphorization of politics—are all familiar formulae in homosocial cinemas in 
Euro-American cultures, but it is perhaps the innocence of this rendition, the dis- 
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cursive and moral vacuum around it, that marks Holi in its specific cultural con- 
text. Trikone correctly identified homophobia as the motor of the film, but no one 
else noticed. 

The other three films similarly conclude on a moment of violence and submis- 
sion, albeit offscreen, displaced, or aestheticized. It is displaced in the case of English 
August, where Agastya seems to be punished for a sudden surge of conscience with 
regard to his adivasi (tribal) clients. A ritual castration is administered, but not to 
him; rather, in oblique and surrogate fashion his ICS buddy Mandi’s arms are cut 
off in punishment for his interference with a woman from a remote community. It 
is significant that this sudden and unexpected intrusion of violence—offscreen— 
is in response to sexual transgression, rather than motivated by the politics of class 
and economics, whose invisible Naxalite arbiters hover in the background of the 
film. The shock triggers Agastya’s abandonment of Madna, his resignation, and 
introduces a note of moral ambiguity at the end of a film that has lured us into an 
easy mix of irreverent laughter and complicit desire. 

In the two colonial films, the acts of violence and submission are highly ritual- 
ized through politicomilitary, judicial, and religious codes. There is an uncanny 
cinematic common ground between the moments when the androgynous Nawab 
Wajid Ali histrionically surrenders his crown co the British general in The Chess 
Players and when the death row prisoner Massey ecstatically fantasizes his English 
idol’s penetration of his mouth with his gun, followed by his mercy-killing as che 
pair recite the Lord's Prayer in Massey Sabib. Both not only construct colonialism 
as a sexual metaphor but also ritualistically eroticize the colonized’s submission to 
violence and power.!4 Sexual metaphorization has never been far from the public 
discourse around colonialism since its historical origins, but these two scenes are 
especially volatile in terms of both their disturbing cinematic effect and their sug- 
gestion of consensuality in relations between colonizer and colonized. The combi- 
nation of the deposed king's androgyny and the aura of masochistic desire around 
his act of submission, in a context where the melodramatic moral requirement of 
riposte, vengeance, or redress is absent, anticipates the generically similar dénoue- 
ments of this paper's four other texts. Unlike in the Bollywood realm of the action 
hero, violence in this cinematic world of troubled homosociality is suffered, 
indulged, and absorbed by the sex-gender outsider, never initiated or repaid. If one 
accepts the common assumption of a dialogue between the parallel cinema and 
Bollywood, can one see this submissiveness on the part of these parallel outsiders 
as being ultimately avenged by the delectably marauding gay villains of popular 
cinema of the 1990s? 


Conclusion 


One might have expected from the growing visibility of MMMIs, especially in 
Mumbai and the other large urban areas, and from the circulation of postcolonial, 
transcultural “queer” identities and theories in the globalized marketplace of sex- 
ual media, commodities, and desires, that they would have made more inroads into 
the parallel cinemas rooted in the Indian metropoles. Bomgay does show such 
inroads, but the film’s solitariness is a reminder of how little penetration has actu- 
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ally occurred (though activity on the low-budget video documentary scene has 
stepped up at the turn of the millennium).!> I have tried to show how Bomgay, 
instead of grafting onto Indian soil a transplanted Western queer cinema (which is 
far from monolithic in any case), recapitulates, despite irs anomalous status, sev- 
eral of the problematics and preoccupations of earlier homosocial cinemas. I am not 
arguing chat Bomgay is involved in a developmental teleology with the earlier par- 
allel features, and that Indian incarnations of Todd Haynes and Derek Jarman are 
about to appear on the horizon. Instead, the crisis of masculinity performed and 
confronted by The Chess Players, Holi, Massey Sabib, and English August within the 
iconographic sets of family, the male body, and violence is reenacted within the dis- 
cursive overlay of Western-style sexual identity in Wadia's Bomgay. 

And what is that crisis? A multiple one, with the male cinematic and social sub- 
ject facing modernization and encircled on all sides by challenges to gender hege- 
mony and cultural and economic well-being, and within an increasingly insistent 
and commoditized sexual universe. Among other things, it is a crisis of discovery, 
perhaps, the discovery chat the hegemonic homosocial universe of Indian culture 
and society, as interpreted by the male directors of an androcentric art cinema, con- 
tains disruptive corners where homosocial desire melds with the homoerotic and 
cannot be closed off. In enacting this crisis and making this discovery, in fore- 
shadowing this queer cinematic imaginary, or rather these imaginary cinematic 
queernesses, the Indian parallel cinema has not articulated the adamant binaries of 
homo versus hetero chat have been intrinsic co Western culture, Bomgay notwith- 
standing. Rather, it has articulated same-sex desire through narrative hierarchies 
inherited and continually extrapolated from colonialism’s binary of colonizer and 
colonized so vividly sketched by Satyajit Ray and Pradeep Krishen; through the 
contemporary relations around the familied, the nonfamilied, and the neofamilied; 
around the idealizations and abjectnesses of the male body; around violence, sub- 
mission, and scapegoating. Sex tourism, postcolonial pimpery, MMMI spaghetti 
dinners, and toilet encounters are terms in a much larger sphere in which male bod- 
ies and desires are constructed and performed. You can no longer simply disregard 
your own look in the mirror, rebuff the hand on your thigh, or ignore the specter 
sleeping behind you. 
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Bomgay (dit. Riyad Wadia, based on poems by R. Raj Rao, 1996, in English, 11 min.); 
English August (dit. Dev Benegal, based on the novel by Upamanyu Chatterjee, 
English, Telegu, and Bengali, 1996, 115 min., available commercially on video in India 
and the West); Holi ([Festival of Fire} dir. Ketan Mehta, cowritten by Mahesh Elkunchwar, 
based on his play, in Hindi, 1984, 120 min., available commercially on video in India). 
The plot details of these three films are evident in the text of my paper; outlines of the 
other two follow, since they may not be as easily available. In Massey Sabib (dit. Pradeep 
Krishen, based on Joyce Cary’s novel Mister Jobason, in Hindi, 1986, 118 min.), civil 
servant Francis Massey (Raghuvir Yadav) works at the office of the deputy commissioner, 
and obsessively cultivates his attachment to British culture, religion, and adminiscra- 
tors, especially his new boss, Charles Adams, Both men marry and continue to bond over 
the task of empire building, but Massey's excessive devotion gets him in trouble, first 
for tampering with the books, and finally for murder. Sentenced to hang, Massey wrongly 
believes chat Charles will save him, and finally fantasizes that Charles will take his life 
in an ultimate act of comradeship. Available on video from the National Film 
Development Corporation, Mumbai. In Shatranj Ke Khilari ((The Chess Players}, Satyajit 
Ray, based on the story by Munshi Premchand, in Urdu, 1977, 133 min.) the year is 
1856; the British develop their designs on the kingdom of Avadh (Lucknow), ruled by 
Nawab Wajid Ali. Two of his courtiers, the urbane Mirza Sajjad Ali and Mir Roshan 
Ali, spend their days playing chess, despite the impending political crisis and the com- 
plaints and adulteries of their wives. General Outram presents an ultimatum to the king, 
who promptly surrenders the crown with great ceremony. The chess players leave town 
to continue their match in the country, as the files of redcoats march past on their way 
to Lucknow. Since his death, Ray’s films have become increasingly available commer- 
cially on video, in both India and the West. 
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‘Whecher or not colonialism itself serves as a metaphor for the submission of Indian 
middle classes and intellectuals to a corrupt and authoritarian state is of course another 
question. It must not be forgotten that The Chess Players was gestated during the 
Emergency, when Aesopian language was de rigeur for any filmmaker not already in bed 
with Sanjay Gandhi. 

For example, the video documentary on the Mumbai “gay community,” Pink Moon 
(Prabal Baruah, English, 1999), shown at the Mumbai International Film Festival 2000, 
was pitifully inept in its futile attempt to move beyond its outsider status vis-a-vis the 
distrustful outsider milieu that is its subject, substituting stiff interviews with “experts” 
for encounters with enfranchised social agents. Other recent parallel videos of note are 
Nishit Saran’s Summer in My Veins (in English, 1999), a first-person cinéma vérité doc- 
umentary diary of coming out, Western-style; Naveen Kishore's Performing the Goddess 
(in Bengali, 1999), an interview portrait of a traditional male-to-female transgender 
thespian chat raises questions of indigenous same-sex models; and Balan’s Male Flower 
(in Malayalam, 1995), another transgender portrait, this time female-to-male and set in 
Kerala. 
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Queer Pleasures for Queer People 
Film, Television, and Queer Sexuality in India 


Shohini Ghosh 


In the feature film Hera Pheri (The Con Job, 2000), Raju (Akshay Kumar), an 
underpaid worker in a small laundry, dreams of a lavish and exotic lifestyle. The 
dream, articulated through a song, shows him driving expensive cars, cavorting 
with women, and visiting exotic locales. In this transnational landscape he spots 
a row of bikini-clad women lying on the beach and sunning their backs. An 
excited Raju leaps into the air, lands next to them, and propositions them 
through song. As the women respond by turning their faces coward him, they 
turn out to be bikini-clad men in blond wigs! A surprised and amused Raju 
jumps into the sea, and beckons them to follow. As he runs on, the men also 
jump into the sea and chase him. This brief but determined queer disruption is 
emblematic of queer emergence in the transnationalized mediascape of popular 
culture in the last decade.! 


Popular Cinema and Same-Sex Love 


Popular films enjoy an iconic status among gay and lesbian subcultures in India 
even though explicit references to homosexuality have been largely absent from 
mainstream commercial films.? A spectator’s engagement with any cultural rext 
is complex and is negotiated variously through a multiplicity of identities. It 
has often been suggested that queer people have a special relationship with cin- 
ema. Queer film scholarship on Hollywood cinema has pointed out that a par- 
ticular stance or gesture of certain actresses like Marlene Dietrich or 
cross-dressing by Greta Garbo often has greater resonance for queerly predis- 
posed viewers than do explicit gay or lesbian characters. In an overwhelmingly 
heterosexual popular culture, reading “against the grain” becomes a significant 
imperative.3 

However, it is important to avoid crude essentialism in such a formulation. 
It has been somewhat unproblematically claimed, for instance, that “lesbian- 
feminist readers resist ‘heterotexts’ by privately rewriting and thus appropriat- 
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ing them as lesbian texts.”4 The totalizing claim chat a lesbian can “cut a hole” 
through the narrative labyrinth and “follow her own path” flattens the complicated 
process of negotiating texts and creates a monolithic queer spectator. Sexual dif- 
ference is only one among many identities that constitute the spectator. 
Furthermore, socially imposed identities may not determine personal identifica- 
tions and political allegiances. This is not to suggest that constitutive identities 
are irrelevant, but that there may not be a direct correspondence between social 
identity and identification. Without being essentialist, therefore, it is possible to 
examine how queerness may complicate the gaze. 

I suggest that one reason Bombay cinema has had a special attraction for queer 
subcultures is its privileging of romantic love as the most important of all emo- 
tions. This passionate engagement with love has been articulated not so much 
through plot as through song and dance sequences. Explicit depictions of homo- 
sexual love have been absent from popular cinema except in minor subplots or comic 
relief. But Bombay cinema has a continuous tradition of framing narratives with 
the love of two friends. These buddy films can be read as evocative of homoerotic 
love, suggested through overlapping boundaries between love and friendship. 

In Namak Haram (The Traitor, 1973) a passionate and homoerotic story about 
two male friends, one protagonist declares, “Without friendship there is no love. 
Without love there is no friendship.” In a popular song from another buddy melo- 
drama, Dosti (Friendship, 1964), love and friendship figure as inseparable: “If friend- 
ship is che brother, the sister is love.” Most importantly, since Bombay cinema 
rarely represents romance in a sexually explicit way, the cinematic tropes deployed 
to represent love are similar, even identical, to those depicting friendship. Dosti is 
the story of love between two poor and physically disabled young men who live 
together and struggle to survive in che city. This story of passionate friendship is 
narrated through established tropes of romance, separation, and eventual reconcil- 
iation extrapolated directly from the conventions of heterosexual love in popular 
cinema, Dosti can be read as addressing the issue of homosexuality through the 
deployment of disability as an allegory of difference.> 

Like Namak Haram, Anand (Joy, 1970) places two men in the diagetic space con- 
ventionally occupied by heterosexual couples. Both films were directed by 
Hrishikesh Mukherjee and feature 1970s superstar Rajesh Khanna in an intense, 
passionate, and exclusive relationship with emerging superstar Amitabh Bachchan. 
In both films, Khanna plays the role of the hyperemotional, feminized man while 
Bachchan plays the intense, brooding lover consumed simultaneously by love for 
the other man and rage at finally losing him. In these parables of love and eventual 
loss, the feminized man dies in the arms of his distraught partner. The passion that 
marks the emotional trajectory of heterosexual love stories is revisited with perhaps 
greater intensity. In both films, che men have heterosexual love interests either in 
the past or in the present but minimal space is provided for elaboration on these 
interests. 

Heterosexual involvement notwithstanding, men choose other men as their most 
important partners in films like Sholay (Embers, 1975), Anurodb (Request, 1977), 
Yaraana (Friendship, 1981), Naam (Name, 1986) and Main Khilari, Tu Anari (I Am 
the Expert and You the Amateur, 1994). Sholay, starting a large number of male and 
female stars, was the most successful film in Indian cinema up to the late 1980s. 
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In this action romance, intense love and loyalty bond the two central male protag- 
onists. The shy, brooding Jai (Amitabh Bachchan) is silently attracted to a widow 
in the village (Jaya Bhaduri), while the more ebullient Veeru (Dharmendra) falls 
for Basanti (Hema Malini), a garrulous woman from the same village. One day a 
drunken Veeru forces a reluctant Jai to go and arrange his wedding with Basanti. 
In a hugely popular comic sequence, Jai jeopardizes Veeru’s wedding while nego- 
tiating the match with Basanti’s elderly Mawsi (“maternal aunt”): 


Mausi: What kind of family does he come from? I need to find out. What kind of 
man is he? And what does he earn? 

Jat: As far as income is concerned .. . well, once he has a family he will start 
earning. 

Mausi: You mean he has no income? 

Jat: When did I say that, Mausi? Now look . . . no one can win every day, you 
see... so sometimes he loses. 

Mausi: Loses? 

Jat: Gambling is like chat. What can I say? 

Maust: Is he a gambler? 

Jat: No, no, Mausi ... what are you saying? He is a straightforward, honest 
man. But when one drinks, one does lose one’s sense of good and bad. 

Maust: He's a gambler, he's an alcoholic yet you continue to say he’s a nice man, 

Jat: You don’t know Veeru. He's a simple and honest man. Just let him marry 
Basanti and you will see, once he is married he will stop visiting the cour- 
tesan. 

Mausi: That's all that was left. So he visits a courtesan as well? 

Jat: So what's wrong with that? Even kings and emperors used to visit courte- 
sans. 

Maus!: I see! Now will you tell me what lineage your meritorious friend 
descends from? 

Jat: As soon as we get to know, we will let you know, Mausi. (Passe). Should I 
consider the proposal accepted? 


Understandably, Mausi sends Jai away. This sequence is commonly read as a clever 
maneuver by which Jai tries to prevent Veeru from marrying too hastily. However, 
it can also be read as Jai jealously guarding his relationship with Veeru from any 
permanent heterosexual intrusion. 

The tradition of same-sex love and bonding among men continues today. Films 
like Naam and Chal Mere Bhai (Come on, Brother, 2000), starring Sanjay Durt and 
Salman Khan, walked the tightrope between sibling affection and sexual love. 
Today, the implicit homoeroticism of these films is evident not just to queer sub- 
cultures but even to sections of the mainstream press. Reviewing the film, Maithili 
Rao writes that it is about “two brothers who not only get up to the usual broth- 
erly high jinks but hug and kiss and dance and sleep together . . . [the film} will 
be grist to the academic mill churning out readings of the homoerotic subtext of 
mainstream Hindi films.” € 

In popular cinema, love between women has not enjoyed the same narrative cen- 
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trality as love between men. Female bonding, while appearing around the margins, 
has almost always lacked the vitality of male bonding. Female homoeroticism 
appeared fleetingly in films like Razia Sultan (Queen Razia, 1983), Mere Mebboob 
(My Beloved, 1963), Humjoli (Beloved Friend, 1970), and Yeh Aag Kab Bujbegi (When 
Will This Fire Be Quenched?, 1991), and self-consciously in Shyam Benegal’s Mandi 
(Brothel, 1983). The most obvious reason for this absence is the male-centeredness 
of popular cinema's narratives. Barring genres that privilege the female protago- 
nist, such as the courtesan genre, women never enjoyed the same central signifi- 
cance that male protagonists did. The 1990s finally heralded the shifts and ruptures 
whereby narrative spaces conventionally held by men began to be occupied by 
women, 

A significant development of the 1990s mediascape was the arrival of both real 
and representational women. There was a marked increase in women's participa- 
tion in the newly emerging media industries. Both film and television saw a pro- 
liferation of women as central protagonists. Kalpana Lajmi’s Rudaali (The Mourner, 
1992), based on a story by Mahashweta Devi, was the first equivalent to the male 
buddy film. Two of Bombay's top actresses, Dimple Kapadia and Rakhee, occupy 
the diagetic space of leading protagonists. The film, however, displaced the homo- 
eroticism implicit in the original story by disclosing the two women to be mother 
and daughter. 

The 1990s also saw the emergence of India’s first female superstar, Madhuri 
Dixit, who starred in several films like Ansoo Baney Angarey (Tears Turn to Fire, 1993), 
Anjam (Consequence, 1994), and Mrityudand (Death Penalty, 1997), where she occu- 
pies the diagetic space reserved for the male hero.” The Bombay film industry's first 
significant transgender film, Tamanna (Desire, 1997), was scripted by a woman, 
Tanuja Chandra, who subsequently directed two major woman-centered films, 
Dushman (Enemy, 1998) and Sangharsh (Struggle, 1999). Actress Pooja Bhatt pro- 
duced all three films. Tamanna’s central character is a bijra (eunuch) played by Paresh 
Rawal.8 The controversial dance from the film Khalnayak (Villain, 1993), which 
started a cycle of anxieties around sex and sexuality, was choreographed by a woman, 
Saroj Khan, the leading choreographer of the 1990s. The dancer-choreographer 
combination of Saroj Khan and Madhuri Dixit sparked off a series of panic attacks 
around an excess of “vulgarity and obscenity.” I have argued elsewhere that the 
moral panics of the 1990s indicted the emerging sexually assertive female body.? 

In a break with cinematic convention, female protagonists in the 1990s began 
to reconcile in their characters the personae of both heroine and vamp. In pre-1990s 
cinema, the Westernized vamp (immortalized by stars like Helen, Bindu, 
Shashikala, and Aruna Irani) stood in opposition to the chaste and virtuous hero- 
ine. The smoking, drinking, and seducing vamp embodied sexual agency while the 
heroine subordinated her sexual desires to romantic love, duty, and honor, Yet the 
spaces of the vamp and heroine were never hermetically sealed. The heroine often 
took on the persona of the vamp but always for a noble purpose, not for pleasure. 
In Inteqam (Revenge, 1969) che seemingly inebriated heroine (Sadhana) performs a 
seductive dance as part of a vendetta plot. In Ziddi (The Headstrong One, 1964) the 
heroine (Asha Parekh) discovers she is the daughter of a criminal and then performs 
a vampish dance to dissuade her lover from marrying her. This trope of pretense 
and masquerade continues in the 1990s but with critical ruptures. The female pro- 
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tagonist now expresses sexual desire both inside and outside the masquerade, and 
even without the compulsions of tomantic love. In the 1990s, moral panic was fre- 
quently ignited by such sequences. 


The Obsession with Obscenity 


‘Two moments of homoerotically inflected visual pleasure embodying transgressive 
desire occur around the songs “Choli ke Peechey Kya Hai” (“What Is behind the 
Blouse?”) from the film Khalnayak (The Villain, 1993) and “Didi Tera Devar Divana” 
(“Elder Sister, Your Husband's Younger Brother Is Crazy”) from the film Hum Apke 
Hain Kaun (Who Am I of Yours?, 1994). 

“Choli ke Peechey Kya Hai” sparked off a raging controversy over whether or 
not the song was vulgar and obscene. The Hindu Right's attack on the song was 
led by the Shiv Sena in Bombay and the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad, che 
student wing of che Bharatiya Janata Party, in Delhi. A Delhi-based organization 
filed a petition in court asking that the song be deleted from the film and its sale 
on audiocassettes be banned. The petition alleged that the song was “vulgar, against 
public morality and decency.” When the trial court dismissed the case, the peti- 
tioners appealed to the High Court, claiming that the trial court’s decision would 
be an incentive to increased vulgarity in films, which in urn would lead to increased 
sexual harassment. After watching the film, the High Court dismissed the petition 
in a fourteen-page order on the grounds that (a) film viewing is voluntary, involv- 
ing no coercion; (b) ic is “sheer imagination” to claim that songs lead co harass- 
ment; and (c) the alleged vulgarity is acceptable in keeping with the “latest 
developments” in the film world. 

None of che protesters mentioned that the film actually features two versions of 
the song. The second version is a parody sung by men, which culminates in the 
female protagonist being assaulted by the male protagonist. Ic is interesting that 
despite their anxiety around “increased sexual harassment,” the protesters did not 
demand a ban on the version that actually depicted violence against women but on 
the one that represented women's sexual agency. 

Song and dance sequences are integral to the formal aesthetics of much of pop- 
ular cinema. As powerful vehicles of emotions and aspirations, songs and dances 
often play out Mikhail Bakhtin’s notion of the carnivalesque.'° For Bakhtin, che 
carnival is an expression of people's “second life” that shatters, symbolically at least, 
“all oppressive hierarchies.” The transporting into art of “the spirit of popular fes- 
tivities” allows people “a brief entry into a symbolic sphere of utopian freedom.” 
Ic is “a joyful affirmation of change, a dress rehearsal for utopia” that allows those 
on the margins to move to the center of the narrative.!! For this reason, song and 
dance sequences allow female protagonists a centrality that film narratives usually 
deny them. Masquerade or the device of performance-within-performance allows 
female protagonists to escape narrative constraints and indulge in excess, badness, 
abandon, and revelry, 

“Choli ke Peechey” represents both a continuation of the transgressive conven- 
tions of the masquerade and a departure from them. The song is performed by two 
women (Ila Aruna and Neena Gupta) who masquerade as courtesans in order to nab 
an escaped convict. Of the two female studio singers who recorded the song, one 
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has a conventionally high female voice and the other a deep, husky voice. In an 
inversion of the conventional heterosexual duet, sung by male and female singers, 
the two women engage in erotic banter. One asks, “What is behind the blouse?” 
and the other replies, “My heart is behind my blouse / This heart I will give to my 
lover.” The song self-reflexively alludes co the notion of masquerade, using the 
motifs of covering and uncovering. It is also replete with direct and indirect refer- 
ences to the female body. It is as though the women use their own bodies to dis- 
guise their desires. One entreats, “Tell us. What should the boy be like? / What 
should the girl be like?” co which the other replies, “The girl should be like me. 
The boy should be like you. / That’s when love will begin to be fun.” Despite the 
silent presence of the male spectators in the visual sequence, the homoerotic pos- 
sibilities of the mise-en-scéne are not displaced for the queerly predisposed reader. 
Although the playful homoeroticism of the song did not figure in the public debate, 
I suggest that it contributed to the discomfort some listeners experienced. 

Film songs acquire an independent life in Indian society because they are often 
released on audiocassette before the film’s release, and song sequences are shown on 
television on their own. Long after a film is forgotten, one or more of its songs may 
continue to be very popular, regularly played on radio and TV. Many people know 
scores of songs by heart and they are sung as entertainment at weddings and other fes- 
tivities. The proliferation of music channels and music-based shows on television have 
provided the narratives of song and dance sequences even greater autonomy. 

Despite the controversy, “Choli ke Peechey” was the most popular song of the 
year and won all the major music awards. While it became the target of virupera- 
tive attacks, it also inspired several more sexually charged songs, like “Choli ke 
Neechey Tabahi” (“There Is Destruction under My Blouse”) from Khalnayika (The 
She-Villain, 1993), “Sexy, Sexy, Sexy, Mujhe Log Boley” (“People Say I Am Sexy, 
Sexy, Sexy”) from Khuddar (The Self-Respecting One, 1993), “Meri Pant Bhi Sexy” 
(“My Pants Are Sexy”) from Dulara (The Loved One, 1993), “Sarkayleo Khatiya Jada 
Lage” (“Bring Your Bed Closer, I am Cold”) from Raja Babu (His Lordship, 1993). 
The Central Board of Film Certification (CBFC) came down heavily on the word 
sexy, and in the Kbuddar song and others, the word sexy was changed to baby. The 
censored version was shown on state-owned TV channels while satellite channels 
continued to show the “sexy” version. The most stringent public indictment was 
reserved for the “Sarkayleo Khatia” song. Performed by Govinda and Karishma 
Kapoor, this song and dance dispensed with all romantic conventions to explicitly 
simulate the act of heterosexual copulation. 

Some of these songs became targets for moral panic and others fell through the 
cracks, Thus, while protests around speech and representation extended the limits 
of intolerance, the speech or representation itself extended the limits of tolerance, 
even resistance. 

The most popular song to emerge after “Choli ke Peechey” was “Didi Tera Devar 
Divana” from the 1994 blockbuster Hum Apke Hain Kaun? (HAHK). Replete with 
iconography popularized by the Hindu Right, HAHK evokes a conservative and 
renascent Hindu ambience. It tells che story of love between Nisha (Madhuri Dixit) 
and her sister Puja’s husband’s younger brother, Prem (Salman Khan). When Puja 
dies in an accident, leaving behind a small child, her natal and marital families 
decide to marry Nisha to Puja’s widower Rajesh (Monish Behl). Nisha and Prem 
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decide to sacrifice their love at the altar of family duty. All ends well because Rajesh 
realizes that Prem and Nisha are in love. But the happy ending occurs only after it 
is established that che virtuous individual will not marry against the family’s wishes. 

While pre-1990s films frequently valorized rebel lovers who resisted family 
opposition to either live or die together, 1990s family films tend to show duty and 
family honor triumphing over love. Released at the peak of moral panic around 
“obscenity and vulgarity,” HAHK was applauded as clean and wholesome enter- 
tainment. Although some reviewers initially dismissed it as nothing but a long 
wedding video, the film, described by its director Sooraj Barjatya as “a tribute to 
the Indian joint family,” proved hugely successful. Best described as a family car- 
nival, HAHK presents a dream family that negotiates its way through numerous 
social and religious rituals wich few crises and fewer conflicts. In the fragmented 
and dystopian early 1990s, following the national crisis precipitated by the demo- 
lition of the Babri Masjid, HAHK proffered the utopic dream of a happy and sup- 
portive community. !2 In an interview a year later, filmmaker Saeed Mirza remarked 
that after che violent fallout of the demolition, HAHK was the first healing touch. 

The film attempts to resurrect a vamp of sorts in the character of Mamiji (Bindu). 
Mamiji (“maternal uncle’s wife”) becomes the prime vehicle for the film’s conserv- 
ative attitude coward women. Unlike the self-effacing Puja, Mamiji is selfish, mate- 
rialistic, and vain. Her mirror and beauty aids function as signifiers of her narcissistic 
self-absorption. Beauty, the film seems to suggest, is natural for Puja and Nisha 
but artificially constructed for Mamiji. Her niece Rita (Sahila Chaddha) is better 
liked by the family but does not measure up to the film’s notion of ideal woman- 
hood. She dares to be in love with Prem although she is not good enough for him. 
This is quickly established when she prepares a dessert for him using salt instead 
of sugar. A sneering Prem tells her she is not cut out for che job. As he turns away, 
she asks, “If I cannot make (dessert) for you, who will?” In reply, as it were, the 
scene cuts toa shot of Nisha. Later, we discover that among the qualities that endear 
Nisha to Prem’s family is her ability to make just the dessert he likes. At the end 
of the film, Rita marries one of the film’s minor comic characters, an old-fashioned 
Sanskrit scholar working on a study of Shakuntala.!3 His obsession with Rita and 
his fantasies of her as Shakuntala provide comic relief. Alchough Rita disdains him 
throughout the film she accepts him at the end. 

Ironically, even a conservative text like HAHK is not inured to ruptures. As Ashis 
Nandy points out, “like all politics, the politics of popular cinema too ... has to 
be all things to all people, by restoring balances and reconciling opposites, often 
within the same film.”!4 The song “Didi, Tera Devar” offers a reconciliatory 
moment when the good woman momentarily becomes a “bad” woman and the 
“bad” woman's “badness” is celebrated. As the second line of the song’s refrain 
declares, “Hai Ram, kudiyon ka hai zamana” (“Oh God, this era belongs to girls!”). 

The song occurs during an elaborate ritual celebrating the pregnancy of Nisha’s 
sister, Puja. Ina large room filled with brightly dressed women, with Puja and oth- 
ers as spectators, Nisha sings the song and in her dance mime switches between 
playing herself and playing Puja. Men are scrupulously kept out of this all-woman 
celebration but Prem spies on it through a window. He is scandalized when the 
short-haired Rita appears, wearing clothes identical to his. Through the song, Nisha 
makes fun of Prem, Puja’s husband’s younger brother. She says he is so busy flirt- 
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ing with women that he never gets anything right; for example, when Puja asks to 
eat something sour, he gives her something sweet, and so on. Throughout the song, 
Nisha and Rita interact erotically while masquerading as Puja and her brother-in- 
law Prem. Pretending to be a doctor, Rita presses a stethoscope to Nisha’s bosom. 
She then takes out a syringe, frightening the women with its size. Finally she jumps 
onto a bed with the phallic syringe, and both she and Nisha disappear beneath the 
bed sheets. There is a top angle shot of the other women watching Nisha and Rita 
as they cavort while completely covered by the sheets. A spectator pulls off the 
sheet, doctor Rita runs off, and in an exaggerated mime Nisha complains about 
“his” misconduct. 

The song is transgressive at several levels. At one level, it allows for sexually sug- 
gestive bancer between Nisha and Prem as she flirts with his surrogate while he 
plays the voyeur. At another level, it suggests an erotic relationship between Prem 
and Puja. Indian literature and cinema have a long cradition of playing with che 
erotic charge between a woman and her husband's younger brother, as well as that 
between a man and his wife's younger sister. Hence, the audience could easily pick 
up this dimension.'5 The tongue-in-cheek lament that Prem always runs the wrong 
errand implies that he does not get the “right” message. 

At che most explicit level, the song depicts erotic play between two women. 
Since Prem has rejected Rita, what better revenge than to romance the beautiful 
Nisha? Hindi cinema has frequently made space for lesbian eroticism in situations 
of masquerade and cheater. In Mere Mebboob (My Lover, 1963) a romantic interac- 
tion is briefly developed between two women, one of whom pretends to be a sur- 
rogate male. There are similar situations in Yeb Aag Kab Bujbegi (When Will This 
Fire Be Quenched, 1991) and Kamasutra (1997). Soon after HAHK, Deepa Mehta 
used the same trope in Fire to explicitly sexualize a relationship between two 
women. In HAHK, the cross-dressed Rita flirts with Nisha until che real brother- 
in-law Prem joins the dance to restore heteronormativity. However, those who enter 
queer spaces seldom escape unscathed. The song’s finale represents yet another 
moment of queer rupture, with Prem appearing in drag, complete with lingerie, 
full makeup, and “pregnant” belly. 

“Didi, Tera Devar” was the most popular song of 1994 and topped the charts 
for nearly a year. Yet it neither provoked anxiety nor elicited discussion. There could 
be several reasons for this. HAHK was advertised and received as a “family film.” 
Family films are defined as those the whole family can watch together, so they are 
supposed to be free of violence and sexual content. When sung without the visu- 
als, this song, unlike “Choli ke Peechey,” sounds like affectionate banter between 
a married woman and her brother-in-law and is consequently devoid of homo- 
eroticism. It is also important that in the popular television programs that show 
songs on their own, the visual sequence that accompanied this song, and therefore 
had wider out-of-context exposure in middle-class homes, was a censored version 
that carefully excluded the cross-dressed Rita. In order to see the uncensored ver- 
sion, viewers would have to watch the film in a movie theater and therefore in its 
larger familial context, which might defuse its homoerotic content. On the other 
hand, when “Choli ke Peechey” is shown out of context on television, its homo- 
erotic content is foregrounded. This might have been largely responsible for the 
controversy it aroused. 
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Multiple Registers of the Mediascape 


The early 1990s witnessed three major developments that had far-reaching impli- 
cations for the country and also for media and communications. !6 In 1991 the gov- 
ernment confronted a severe economic crisis in the country by initiating a 
widespread restructuring of the economy with globalization as its main impera- 
tive. This was accompanied by an “open-sky” policy that initiated and accelerated 
the proliferation of satellite television.!7 These cwo developments ran parallel to 
what is perhaps the darkest phenomenon of contemporary times—the rise of the 
Hindu Right, led by its political front the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).!8 On 
December 6, 1992, supporters and allies of the Hindu Right demolished the Babri 
Masjid, an ancient mosque, thereby dealing a critical blow to India’s claims to 
democracy and secularism. The rise of the Hindu Right was concurrent with the 
disintegration of the congress and the growth of regional parties that came to power 
in some states. In 1998, the BJP, with the help of coalition partners, formed the 
national government. 

The inception and proliferation of satellite television and cable networks dis- 
mantled the state's monopoly over television and provided South Asian urban audi- 
ences with a wide variety of Indian and international programming. The 
contemporaneous spread of other communication technologies, with computer 
interfaces, national and international phone lines, e-mail, and fax becoming avail- 
able in small commercial centers on almost every corner in the cities and towns, 
tadically transformed the practices of the urban middle class. These technological 
innovations changed the nature of contemporary spectatorship by allowing for a 
multiplicity of images and channels, panoramic screens, multiplexes, interactivity, 
and virtuality. This seemed frighteningly uncontrollable in contrast to the earlier 
predictable flow of images from state-controlled media. 

The anxieties caused by the larger cultural transition were expressed primarily 
in debates about the media. Due to its visibility, geographical spread, and psycho- 
logical presence in homes, television (and thereby popular culture) loomed large in 
the urban mind as an ominous and unmanageable force.!9 Satellite TV was blamed 
for causing deviant acts and for corroding Indian “culture and tradition.” The 
increased availability of film images in urban middle-class homes was largely 
responsible for the anxiety. The 1990s witnessed spiraling moral panic around 
speech and representations alleged co be vulgar and obscene. In my essay “The 
Troubled Existence of Sex and Sexuality” I argued that the debate on censorship is 
actually a debate about sex and sexuality that has revolved primarily, if not exclu- 
sively, around sexual speech to the exclusion of hate speech, even though the 1990s 
saw the rise of the Hindu Right and the circulation of hate speech against Muslims 
and Christians who are minorites in India.20 However, attempts to censor sexual 
speech also paradoxically resulted in issues around homosexuality gaining greater 
visibility. Homophobic speech, intended to counter queer speech and representa- 
tion, inadvertently resulted in circulating it. 

Examples are the controversies around the Chelsea Jeans advertisement and the 
Nikki Tonite television show in 1995. The Chelsea Jeans company shot into noto- 
riety when they started an ad campaign with the copy “F*** off! Leave Us Alone.” 
The photograph that appeared above the copy showed two women in leather and 


216 Queering India 


jeans standing in close proximity to one another. (Ruth Vanita’s chapter in this vol- 
ume shows this ad; see 9, fig. 9.2, page 140) Earlier, the same copy had appeared 
with two men in similar proximity. Soon after irs appearance in popular magazines, 
the ad featuring the women had to be withdrawn under pressure from the Ad 
Standards Council and the Advertising Agencies Association of India. The presi- 
dent of the latter organization condemned the “obscene advertisement” without 
seeing it and blamed publications that carried it.2! In the same month a contro- 
versy broke out over a Star TV talk show called Nikei Tonite that featured gay rights 
activist Ashok Row Kavi. During the interview, Kavi described Mahatma Gandhi 
as a “bastard ania [a reference to his caste].” A huge public uproar followed, includ- 
ing protests by outraged parliamentarians and Gandhi's own family. Confronted 
with allegations of arrogance and cultural imperialism, Star TV issued a public 
apology and scrapped the talk show. It is possible chat part of the anxiety gener- 
ated by the show had to do with Kavi's homosexuality even though it was never 
explicitly mentioned except indirectly by a schoolteacher who later wanted to know 
why Star TV had interviewed “that funny guy anyway.” Writer Shobha De was the 
only one to draw attention, in one of her newspaper columns, to the underlying 
homophobia and sexism in this “get the gay, get che gal” situation.22 The with- 
drawal of Nikki Tonite notwithstanding, television continued to create spaces for 
diverse articulations around sexualities. Queerness was also emerging in the larger 
public culture, in popular magazines, theater, dance, and other cultural forms.23 


Female Bonding Queers the Television Landscape 


In the 1990s, television challenged heteronormativity by creating space for queer 
representations. Queer issues were addressed directly in newscasts, talk shows, and 
interviews. Queer spaces also appeared in television serials. Teleserials (like soap 
operas) narrate stories set in domestic spaces that are generally conflicted, if not 
entirely dystopian. By representing the family and home as fraught with marital 
discord, domestic violence, sibling rivalry, property disputes, and oppressive famil- 
ial hierarchies, television ruptures the utopic imaginary of “Indian family values.” 
This move runs counter to the trend of the family film inaugurated in the 1990s 
by HAHK and continued by films like Dilwale Dulbaniya Le Jayenge (The One with 
a Heart Will Take the Bride, 1995), Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam (I Have Already Given 
My Heart, My Love, 1999), and Hum Saath Saath Hain (We Are All Together, 1999). 
These “family films” evoke nostalgia for the Indian joint family whose members 
live in utopic harmony, and were the most successful Indian films of the 1990s. 
Television's challenge to family values and sexual normativity includes the rep- 
resentation of characters who, while not explicitly identified as gay or lesbian, rup- 
ture heterosexist assumptions. Television serials and sitcoms recoded spaces that 
were hitherto distinctly masculine or feminine. For instance, one of the five pro- 
tagonists of the hugely popular Zee TV serial Hum Panch (Five of Us) is the mas- 
culinized Kajal, who always wears men’s clothing. A tough with contacts in the 
local underworld, she is called Kajalbhai by her four sisters and the rest of the neigh- 
borhood.?4 Kajal disdains all feminine preoccupations, including marriage, and 
dreams of running a mafia empire. In one fantasy episode Kajalbhai’s father dreams 
of celebrating his fiftieth wedding anniversary with his five daughters. Kajalbhai 
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is the only daughter who is single; she is a powerful underworld don. In another 
episode, an excessively feminine male dance instructor falls in love with Kajalbhai. 
The narrative builds a deliberate and playful ambiguity about whether che dance 
instructor falls in love with Kajal because he mistakes her for a man or because he 
feels attracted to a masculine woman. 

Just as women on television move out of spaces and practices designated femi- 
nine, male protagonists also resist conventional masculine expectations. Dilruba in 
the sitcom Shriman Shrimati (Mr. and Mrs.) is che excessively feminine househus- 
band of a famous actress. Despite his marriage and attempts to flirt with the woman 
next door, Dilruba carries all the subculcural markers of an effeminate gay man. 

Through its promotionals and music videos, television also dismantles the male- 
female bipolarity of performative space. A notable example is the performance and 
persona of popular singer Phalguni Pathak. She has a voice that is conventionally fem- 
inine in the female studio singer tradition dominated by Lata Mangeshkar, but her 
clothes and persona disrupt notions of conventional femininity. Her music videos 
often have a heterosexual narrative but these are ruptured by homoerotic suggestive- 
ness. In one video, Pathak calls a woman up on stage and dances with her, thereby 
inverting a common heterosexual performance tradition. In the music video of her 
song “Meri Chunar Udd Udd Jaye” (“My Scarf Flies, Flies Away,” 2000), Pathak clev- 
erly inserts herself into the diagetic space of the heterosexual hero. 

In the 1990s, television also foregrounds a theme that was underrepresented in 
pre-1990s films and television —female friendship and female bonding. Serials like 
Adbikar (Rights), Mujhe Chand Chabiye (I Want the Moon), Kabbi Kabbi (Once in a 
While), and Hasratein (Desires) depicted female friendships of varying intensity. In 
Mujhe Chand Chabiye, a young girl falls in love with a woman teacher.25 One of the 
longest running and most critically acclaimed serials, Adbikar, revolves around the 
relationship between a Muslim woman, Shama, and a Hindu woman, Amita. Their 
male partners notwithstanding, the relationship between the two women remains 
the most privileged. In one episode, a crisis is precipitated when Amita’s boyfriend, 
Narendra, jealously accuses her of loving Shama more than she loves him. In another 
episode, an anguished Amita tells her father chat she and Shama are one and insep- 
arable. The women are not oblivious to their mutual attraction, as is evident from 
a sequence in the twenty-third episode. This sequence is located in Shama's mari- 
tal home after Amita has provided eloquent testimony in a rape trial. Amita and 
Shama are seated on the bed looking deep into one another's eyes. Amita raises her 
mouth and blows a kiss toward Shama, who laughs: 


SHAMA: You are unmatched. Only you could have said what you did in that 
crowded courtroom. When I look at you, I wonder—what am I? I am prob- 
ably beautiful, my complexion is fair—what else do I have? But look at 
you—I so feel like kissing you. 

Amita: Don’t! You'll spoil me. Narendra has already kissed me. 

SHAMA: What? You shameless woman ... 

Amita: Why shameless? If he doesn’t kiss me on such an occasion . . . 

SHAMA: What nonsense you can speak . . . 

Amita: Even when I speak nonsense, I speak the truth. Really—if I were a 
man, I swear, I would have married you. 
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SHAMA [/eughing}: Earlier, I only suspected it but now it’s confirmed. 

Amita: What? 

SHAMA: That you are not a woman. There is nothing womanlike in you. There 
is a man inside you. 

Amita [delighted }: Wah! How well you have spoken. That's precisely the point, 
my friend. You have described me absolutely right. Now, what prize should 
I give you? Should I kiss you? 

{Leans over and kisses her on her lips} 

Amita: I've kissed you. 

SHAMA (delighted and laughing}: You've polluted me. 

AmiITA: Pollution is part of our religion—not yours. You people drink from 
the same cup. 

SHAMA: I don’t want co drink from everyone's cup. 

Amita: Not everyone—just two! [Holds up two fingers.] 

Shama [amused]: Two? 

Amita: Yes. First it was only me. [Your husband) arrived much later. 

Shama [amused, looks toward the door of the room to see if anyone has beard): Idiot! 
You don’t care about your reputation. At least care about mine. [She gets up 
and shuts the door, returns and sits in front of Amita}. What would have hap- 
pened if someone had heard? 


Blouse and Brother-in-Law Go up in Flames 


The “coming out” of women in film and TV narrative spaces reached its climax 
with the release of Deepa Mehta's Fire (1998), a film about two sisters-in-law falling 
in love in a middle-class urban joint family. The public debate around the film 
marks a significant moment in the history of sexual politics in India. In “Choli ke 
Peechey” and “Didi, Tera Devar” homoeroticism is subtexcual; in Fire it is explicic. 
Through print and electronic reproduction, Fire enabled an unprecedented circu- 
lation of speech and representation around queerness. The film’s publicity posters 
showed the two women occupying the same diagetic space as that occupied by 
heterosexual lovers in cinematic convention. 

As I have argued elsewhere, Fire is important because it is the first Indian film 
to bring women in love out of the margins into the mainstream and provide a body 
to the shadowlike subliminal lesbian of film narrative in India.2 Fire makes visi- 
ble the “invisible” lesbian by representing her on screen, but also facilitates the 
reclamation of other texts by validating an interpretive strategy that makes les- 
bianism visible. Gayatri Gopinath has noted how the film produces a “complicated 
telay becween female homosociality and female homoerotic practices.”27 For 
instance, she describes the sequence in which Sita massages Radha’s feet at a fam- 
ily picnic as “transforming a daily female homosocial activity into an intensely 
homoerotic one.” Similarly, Sita oiling Radha’s hair becomes charged with erotic 
energy in view of their sexual involvement. 

By explicitly crossing the line between homosociality and homosexuality, Fire 
allows a new interpretive strategy to come into play. The homosocial domestic and 
other activities that Radha and Sita engage in are the same activities we have seen 
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Indian women perform before, both in earlier cinematic representations and in real 
life. By framing these activities in social, romantic, erotic, and, finally, explicitly 
sexual frameworks, the film inscribes these images with an ambiguity that dislo- 
cates any deterministic reading of them as heterosexual. Thus, an interpretive strat- 
egy that was hitherto deployed in Indian gay/lesbian subcultures has now imploded 
into Indian public culture. 

A joke making the rounds in Delhi's feminist circles is that Fire has “outed” 
all lesbians by making it impossible to camouflage the homoerotic as the homoso- 
cial. There is both anxiety and affection in the circulation of this joke. Women’s 
rights activist Madhu Kishwar, who characterizes Fire as a “mean spirited carica- 
ture of middle class family life among urban Hindus,” writes that by “pushing 
Radha and Sita into the lesbian mould ... Mehta has done a disservice to the cause 
of women.”28 She further argues, “There is a danger that many of those exposed 
to this controversy will learn to view all such signs of affection through the prism 
of homosexuality. As a consequence many women may feel inhibited in express- 
ing physical fondness for other women for fear of being branded as lesbians.” Such 
deeply homophobic perspectives have been contested by other Indian feminists. 
‘When a feminist scholar in one seminar remarked that Fire had “vulgarized” inter- 
pretations of women’s physical relationships by leading people to conclude that 
such contacts were necessarily sexual, another feminist scholar pointed out that 
the “vulgarity” perhaps lay in concluding that all such contact was necessarily 
nonsexual. 


Conclusion 


The arrival of this homoerotic and ambivalent discourse has reopened older texts 
for newer readings. Interestingly, two of the most popular films of the 1990s, Di/ 
To Pagal Hai (The Heart Is Crazy, 1999) and Kuch Kuch Hota Hai (A Little Something 
Happens, 1998), explore the overlap of friendship and eroticism. The title song of 
Dil To Pagal Hai uses the visual conventions of the romantic duet in a situation 
wherein the couples depicted are not romantically involved, even though two of 
the four individuals are interested in the possibility. In Kuch Kuch Hota Hai, a young 
girl facilitates a romantic reunion between her father (Shah Rukh Khan) and his 
fernale friend from college, Anjali (Kajol). She does so after reading a letter that her 
mother had written to her before dying. The letter reads, “Your father always said 
love is friendship. I could become his friend but never his best friend. I could never 
take Anjali’s place in his life and heart.” 

In conclusion, I would like to revisit the sequence from Hera Pheri in which Raju 
(Akshay Kumar) encounters the bikini-clad men in blond wigs. Audiences today 
may not feel compelled to believe that Raju (Akshay Kumar) was disappointed to 
discover that the bikini-clad women on the beach were men, especially since he 
remains without any heterosexual love interest throughout the film, despite the 
heteronormative fantasy song sequences that feature him. Since his role in the 
homoerotic buddy film Mein Khilari Tu Anari, actor Akshay Kumar has become an 
Indian gay male icon, so this reading of the beach scene is a very likely subcultural 
reading. But today it may no longer be just a subcultural reading. In other words, 
the answer to Choli ke Peechey Kya Hai? has become complicated indeed. 
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On Fire 
Sexuality and Its Incitements 


Geeta Patel 


Act 1: Scene 1 


April 7, 1998: The film Fire is screened at a small women’s college on the eastern 
seaboard of the United States. Filmmaker Deepa Mehta attends the screening. 

The show is packed. The South Asian gossip circuit has done its work; grand- 
mothers, parents, babies pile into the theater: for once the fire regulations have 
been slightly abrogated. The film ends, the filmmaker moves to the podium. A 
young South Asian woman, who heads the college’s South Asian student associ- 
ation, stands up. Men, she says, are unsatisfactorily depicted; the film violates 
Indian manhood. The filmmaker judiciously points out her subtle evocations of 
men in pain. The conversation veers to other topics. 


Act 1: Scene 2 


May 1998: The semester has come to a close at this women's college. E-mails 
are flying around the local circuit. The donors, whose money was used to screen 
Fire as well as other films by women filmmakers such as Trinh. T. Minh-Ha, 
Chantal Ackerman, and the Soong sisters, have asked to see the films. The 
daughter of the donor family calls a male administrator who oversees funding 
bequests. She is extremely upset about Fire, She says her money has gone to fund 
porn, the film is offensive, and students on a women’s campus should not be 
exposed to it. Her mother is perturbed and if her late father knew that his money 
was being used thus he would withdraw funds from the institution. The admin- 
istrator asks the associate director of the museum to be more careful about che 
content of programs funded with this money. The museum director asks him 
to tell che family that funders cannot control art and that academic profession- 
als have the right to decide what they teach, view, and show. But the family is 
adamant. 
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Act 1: Scene 3 


I talk to students about the controversy. The students are mainly white, with a 
sprinkling of Latinas. They are unaware of the brouhaha at the museum, When I 
tell them about it, they say that the head of che Indian students’ association, who 
is a nonresident Indian woman, dislikes the representations of Indian men in the 
film. It seems to me that the silence that follows my attempts to continue this dis- 
cussion signals a retreat—the voice of the designated “other” has spoken her will, 
through a speaking of her injury. As Lauren Berlant points out in her recent work, 
the other's injured self will win out because the discourse of personal injury seems 
impassable.! The discussion is forestalled by the violations of community con- 
structed as a violation of an “ethnic” person by “bad” representations—not of her 
own body, but of the bodies of the male gender that shares community rights. Bad 
fepresentations of Indian men hurt Indian women in the diaspora. Another sen- 
tence slips into the silence—isn’t Deepa Mehta Canadian, not really Indian? 
Suddenly we are haunted by a struggle among women in the diaspora over how the 
behavior of Indian men (in India) ought to look. This is a curious upturning of the 
formula coined by feminists to expose the allegiances of colonial administrators 
when they endorsed policies that ostensibly protected Indian women, “white men 
saving brown (Indian) women from brown men.” The formula’s reiteration for the 
diasporic text of Fire is “brown women must protect brown men (and themselves) 
from white men and women.” 

At other public forums where Fire provokes South Asian U.S. diasporic audi- 
ences, it is clear that their anxieties about masculinities are based on the assump- 
tion that the only bodies possible for raced beings in the United States are wounded 
bodies, bodies whose rights have been abrogated by being produced as failed or 
excessive. Under these circumstances playing up failure returns raced bodies to the 
circuit of failure. What cannot be completely spoken here is that this virile het- 
eromasculinity is fully implicated in a right-wing production of proper masculine 
citizenship in South Asia. Forms of this South Asian, explicitly upper-middle-class 
masculinity, and the women whose instrumentality make it possible, are sold on 
Internet websites in the diaspora under the guise of “just culture” to garner finan- 
cial support for right-wing constituencies in India that will come to be deployed 
against Fire shortly after it opens in India.3 


Act 2: Scenes 1, 2, 3,4, and So On... 


November 13, 1998: India’s Censor Board of Film Certification, headed by for- 
mer film star Asha Parekh, releases Fire uncut, stating that it is an important movie 
for Indian women. It asks for only one change—that the name Sita be changed to 
Nita. The shift in names articulates an awareness of modern evocations of Indian 
womanhood that signify through the mythic character Sita. 

Fire opens in forty-two theaters throughout India.4 In a November 6 article in 
the Times of India the film’s distributor described its subject matter as masturba- 
tion and lesbian interaction. He is cautious about its prospects for popularity since 
it has no songs. It shows to packed houses, 80 to 90 percent full. Several theaters 
have women-only shows. 
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November 20, 1998: Meenakshi Shinde, reviewing Fire in the Times of India says 
the film is about Indian gender politics and traditional values.> She believes that 
labeling it a lesbian film does it a disservice, because it is more than that. It ques- 
tions traditional values, accepts pluralistic sexual choices, and expresses love with 
a dignity and compassion rarely seen in Indian cinema. Shinde thinks that Mehta's 
lesbians, two middle-class housewives who walk out of the domestic scene, are not 
“real” lesbians like those generated by Suniti Namjoshi and Pratibha Parmar. They 
are generated by the nonresident Mehta's longing for women’s liberation on home 
ground. Unlike the Indian student in the United States, Shinde feels that che men 
in che film are sympathetic characters, in pain and constrained by tradition, as are 
the women. . 


November 28, 1998: The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which, in coalition with 
several regional parties, is in power in Delhi, loses elections in several key states. 
Their losses in Maharashtra, Delhi, and Rajasthan are predicted in the polls. The 
Congress Party sweeps the elections in Rajasthan. It gets 197 seats, and the ruling 
Bharatiya Janata Party manages to grab only 33.6 The price of onions has brought 
the house down.” Women, assiduously wooed but never adequately represented, 
have voted the BJP out.® The nuclear tests, conducted in Pokhran in Rajasthan, 
which prime minister Atal Behari Vajpayee hoped would consolidate power for his 
party, have not succeeded in helping them win the local elections. The BJP is faced 
with the possibility of a no-confidence motion at the center.? 


December 3, 1998: Home minister L. K. Advani assures the upper house of the 
parliament, Rajya Sabha, that arrangements have been made to protect a Muslim 
shrine in Karnataka that has recently curned controversial. Extreme right-wing 
organizations, the Vishwa Hindu Parishad and the Bajrang Dal, announce that they 
will lead suicide squads to liberate the shrine. Groups of Hindu worshippers, given 
special dispensation by the Karnataka High Court, arrive for three days to observe 
Guru Dattatreya Jayanti. Muslims visit the shrine co commemorate the burial of 
Peer Baba Budhan. When Advani discusses the shrine, his statements appear to 
give Hindus and Muslims equal access to the shrine’s past and the property that 
forms its domain. Muslim congressmen point out that the shrine is Muslim, and 
Hindus are only “given permission” to come and pray. The parliament in Delhi is 
worried about a repeat of the Babri Masjid events that culminated in its demoli- 
tion by right-wingers on December 6, 1992.19 

Property grounds these calls for “communalized” access to particular spaces. The 
Hindu right wing challenges the rights of the Muslims, who have religious use of 
particular pieces of property, mandated by a particular rendition of the historical 
record. The right-wing challenge to the record attempts to put right what they see 
as use in seizure and a failure to read che historical through the mythic. Nationalism 
is contested in the process. With this particular Hindu challenge comes a branded 
body. To order up nostalgic, desiring affiliation to a plot of land, “Hinduness” must 
be produced as violated by the historical violences attributed to Islam.!! Hindu- 
ness must also be deployed as the proper national religion of the country, for which 
support must be garnered through state institutions. 
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December 3, 1998: Newspapers report that two hundred Shiv Sainiks, men and 
women, storm into two theaters, the New Empire and Cinemax, in Mumbai 
(Bombay), break the glass on the display windows, damage a ticket counter, and 
burn posters of Fire. In the photographs, women of the Mahila Agadhi, the women's 
wing of the far-right organization Shiv Sena) are seen brandishing sticks in front 
of the theater. They allege chat the film is “against Indian tradition.” A portion of 
the burden for defending “Indian tradition” is given to women. Filmmakers, writ- 
ers, and artists protest the violent shutting down of the film. 


December 3, 1998: Twenty-nine people are arrested in Mumbai (three municipal 
corporators, and three Shiv Sena chiefs) in connection with the vandalized film 
houses. Cinema managers shut down showings of Fire in Mumbai. Many cinema- 
goers complain of being prevented from seeing the film. Meena Kulkarni, of the 
Shiv Sena women’s wing, argues, “If women’s physical needs get fulfilled chrough 
lesbian acts, the institution of marriage will collapse, reproduction of human beings 
will stop.” Outlook sardonically responds, “Not a supreme tragedy .. . in a nation 
of 950 million.”!2 

While the film is showing in Delhi theaters, about forty Shiv Sena members 
attack; at the Regal cinema they smash windows, tear posters, and attempt to storm 
che manager's office. The noon show resumes after they leave but the management 
cancels the last three shows. “This means that a mob can enter any house and do what- 
ever they feel like,” the beleaguered manager comments. Jai Bhagwan Goyal, head of 
the Shiv Sena’s Delhi unit, threatens more attacks. Opposition members of parlia- 
ment’s upper house, the Rajya Sabha, lodge complaints against the Sena’s attempts to 
shut the film down. One of them, senior journalist Kuldip Nayyar, is upset that the 
Maharashtra chief minister and the Shiv Sena chief Bal Thackeray are supporting the 
arson, and asks for government intervention against them. Nayyar, heckled through- 
out by BJP supporters, draws attention to the discrepancy that the film showed unin- 
terrupted for about two weeks before it was attacked. Another journalist member, 
Pritish Nandy, links assassins and lesbians when he refers to the Maharashtra govern- 
ment’s earlier ban on the play Me Nathuram Godse Boltay (I, Nathuram Godse, Speak) 
which explored the psyche of Mahatma Gandhi's assassin. Nandy argues that by ban- 
ning such perspectives, the government makes heroes of their protagonists. He sug- 
gests that the women’s wings of various parties should take the matter up and leave 
the government to more important national business. Bharati Ray is the only mem- 
ber who connects the shrine at Karnataka with Fire, since positions on both are medi- 
ated by the demands of fascism. As the Campaign for Lesbian Rights will later point 
out (in an August 1999 report), the “private,” religion and sexuality, must be kept 
outside the provenance of the state; in my view, this makes this realm subject to vio- 
lence that the state supports by not intervening.13 


December 4, 1998: Ayodhya is tense on the eve of the anniversary of the Babri 
Masjid demolition. The administration is sealing off routes into town. The Vishwa 
Hindu Parishad and Bajrang Dal are gearing up to celebrate December 6, as Shaurya 
Divas (Valor Day). Muslim families, for perhaps the first time, are refusing to leave 
town this week, but will keep their shutters down and wear black badges, sym- 
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bolic of protest. Uttar Pradesh education minister says his ministry has asked all 
schools to recite the Vande Mataram (Prayer to the Motherland as embodied god- 
dess, which Muslims consider idolatrous) and the Saraswati Vandana (prayer to the 
Hindu goddess of learning, Saraswati). Whether this will actually occur is a mat- 
ter of some dispute since the Uttar Pradesh chief minister informed the prime min- 
ister the previous week that the recitations would not be compulsory. 

The opposition in the Lok Sabha (the lower house of parliament, at the center) 
is upset at the BJP government's failure to protect minorities. Christians plan a 
nationwide protest against increasing violence.!4 


December 5, 1998: Six people, including well-respected senior film star Dilip 
Kumar (a Muslim with a Hindu screen name), bring a writ to the Supreme Court. 
The writ calls for the right to show Fire and asks for protection of screenings of the 
film under articles 14, 19, 21, and 25 of the Indian Constitution.'5 These articles 
promise the right to equality, life and liberty, freedom of speech and expression, 
freedom of conscience and free expression of religious practice and belief, and the 
tight to hold peaceful meetings. 


December 6, 1998: Southern states Kerala and Karnataka are torn by violence as 
two thousand protesters are arrested on the sixth anniversary of the Babri Masjid 
demolition, Five hundred are incarcerated in Ayodhya. Demonstrations are held in 
Delhi to condemn the demolition of the mosque.!6 


December 7, 1998: About twelve members of the Shiv Sena try to stop viewers 
from entering the Chaplin Auditorium in Calcutta, where Fire is showing. Viewers 
charge out of the hall and disperse demonstrators; the protest turns into a name- 
calling match. 


December 7, 1998, to February 18, 1999: The Campaign for Lesbian Rights 
(CALERI), a coalition of various groups, is formed in Delhi. Lesbian organization 
Stree Sangam in Mumbai, SALGA in New York, and CALERI in Delhi take to the 
streets in various cities in India and the diaspora in support of the film, garnering 
support from a range of organizations, and individuals.!7 Demonstrators (includ- 
ing thirty-two civil liberties and women’s organizations, lesbians, and artists) hold 
a candlelight vigil in front of the Regal cinema in Delhi on December 7. 


December 14, 1998: Shiv Sena men strip to their underwear and cavort in front 
of actor Dilip Kumar's house. They accuse him of encouraging the exhibition of 
perverse acts and say he should not be offended when they too behave, as is their 
right, in an obscene manner. Dilip Kumar asks the Supreme Court for protection 
for himself, Javed Akhtar (husband of Shabana Azmi, who plays Radha in Fire), 
and Deepa Mehta. 


December 16, 1998: The Supreme Court issues notices to the Maharashtra and 
Union governments and the Shiv Sena that a police investigation will be conducted 
into the violent protests against Fire. The court “will examine the larger question — 
whether a grievance can be settled by resorting to violence.” The court gives the 
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police four weeks, and asks for adequate protection for the petitioners. Proceedings 
in both houses of parliament in Delhi are dominated by the Fire debate.!8 


December 18, 1998: Cinemax will resume showing the movie. The police com- 
missioner says “arrangements” have been made to ensure its unhampered viewing, 
but a hundred young BJP members in Kanpur, including Satish Misra and Ahmad 
Ali Khan, circle the Sundar Theater and tear down posters. They have filed a peti- 
tion in the district court against the film.!9 


The end of December, 1998: Shiv Sainiks in Tamil Nadu and Varanasi protest 
the film, 


January 10, 1999: The Bajrang Dal announces that it will file a court petition 
against both Fire and an anthology by Pakistani women, So That You Can Know Me. 
They allege that boch hurt the sentiments of Hindus. 


February 12, 1999: The Censor Board rereleases Fire, again without a cut. 


February 24: Uday Dhurat, producer of the play on Gandhi's assassin, Nathuram 
Godse (Me Nathuram Godse Boltoy), urges the Maharashtra government to lift the 
ban on his play. His insistence on a reassessment is based on the fact that Fire has 
been cleared of wrongdoing. 


February 25: Fire opens again. 


February 26: Both English and Hindi versions of the film reopen in Delhi. There 
seems to be a failure of consensus between the various right-wing factions on che 
question of Fire, Extreme right-wingers attack Prime Minister Vajpayee, and Shiv 
Sena chief Thackeray says that BJP minister Sushma Swaraj might have been 
responsible for helping Fire along since she is a good friend of Shabana Azmi's.2° 


Made by a diasporic intellectual, Fire resonates simultaneously with Indianness 
in the diaspora and in India. The film does its work through nostalgic evocations 
around cultural nationalism, and around national, bounded, citizenship produced 
ina call for culture versus art enunciated through religion/tradition.?! In thinking 
about Fire as a node of incitement, I turned to other such nodes, around which 
protests by the right wing, traveling across the borders of India, transacted sites of 
queerness. 

The first two diasporic events occurred almost contiguously. One was an episode 
of the TV show Xena, Warrior Princess called “The Way,” which featured Hindu 
gods Krishna and Hanuman, and goddess Kali. Krishna helped save Xena’s friend 
Gabrielle. Although the Xena-Gabrielle friendship is never depicted or named as 
explicitly lesbian in the show, and both women have heterosexual involvements 
from time to time, Hindu protesters possibly in the United States argued that this 
“makes it appear that Krishna and Vedic religion approves of and gives its bless- 
ing to homosexual relationships.”22 The episode aired for che first time on April 
2, 1999, but the right wing got involved on a global scale in October 1999. The 
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second incident occurred in Australia, where protesters claimed that homosexual 
activists attacked Hindus by displaying mock Vishnus and statues of Ganesh dur- 
ing a gay and lesbian “Sleaze Ball” on October 2, 1999.23 Both episodes are impor- 
tant in that they display the deployment of Hindutva (nationalized Hinduism as 
concerned by the Hindu Right), through different organizational voices on the 
Internet, to generate opinion and in the process produce public spheres. The third 
protest was against the cover of Genre magazine, which had a picture of Krishna 
played by a young actor who is known as an occasional drag queen.?4 I will not dis- 
cuss this here, because the protests have stayed within California.25 

In the case of Xena, the World Vaishnava Association (WVA), a handmaiden of 
the Hare Krishna movement, collated letters, news stories, and reader responses in 
a time line that anyone could access on the World Wide Web. In the case of the 
ball, an umbrella organization with the unexplained acronym AARV, whose aim 
was to educate “the public with information you normally wouldn't find in the 
mainstream media about religious vilification,”26 was formed through a coalition 
that included the Vishwa Hindu Parishad America, the World Vaishnava 
Association, Scop Promoting Homosexuality, the Hindu Student Council, 
EarthSave, and American Hindus against Defamation. The AARY, like the WVA, 
produced a time line in which a reader could access all web links. 

In both cases, the alternative public spheres presented the appearance of a free 
and open discussion, but then posed the incidents they discussed as anti-Hindu, 
ancifamily, even antihumanity. The reach of the message was clearly global. The 
continual temporality produced by the time lines, spatialized to cover a range of 
sources from different national papers and transnational organizations, expanded 
the reach of the protests. The links that each time line permitted, each opening up 
to highlights, required the reader to travel time and traverse the web illusion of 
extended, mapped spaces.27 

Both episodes spoke to the denigration of Hindu religious beliefs through rep- 
resentation of icons used to promote homosexuality, which therefore returned the 
representation of Hindus to “second-class” and “lower-class” citizens of the world.28 
Both, and more explicitly chat of Xena, also spoke to the cruth of religion as a uni- 
form, unified truth where fiction had no place.29 The AARV concerned itself with 
the “well-being” of religions, and produced this well-being through the possibili- 
ties of the wounded, offended body of religion. Religious fullness, wholeness, and 
health came into their own through the wounds inflicted on the body of Hinduism 
by its imbrication with nonheterosexual sexualities. 

So what was the complete body of religion offered on the web to readers who 
could access it through a computer? The Vaishnava Network proposes an explic- 
itly religious one. The Hindunet, however, couches religion as a cultural public 
sphere, set apart from both economics and politics.30 Though its webpage is lib- 
erally littered with the term Hinds, which is the qualifier preceding wmiverse, kids, 
youth, women, books, links, and web, it also promises much more: “a survey, events, 
resource center, culture, authors, courses, activism, noble causes, Support-a-child”; 
some of these links are specifically organized by region and city. 

Hindunet is appropriately consistent on the questions of women and sexuality. 
On the women’s page the married woman is depicted as rounded, round-eyed, cov- 
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ered head to foot in a sari, holding a baby, and standing beside her husband, a 
young girl between them. The radical assumption here is that the girl is the old- 
est child, followed perhaps by a young boy.3! This picture is centered between the 
four directions, each depicted by a square. North and south contain spirituality 
and family, east and west biographies that range from sages to scientists. Below 
this are two more squares: “Issues and Politics” and “Workplace.” Between these 
two is an older woman, clothed in a white sari and speaking through a microphone, 
one fist up in the air. Information on religion is given in two ways, through “orig- 
inal sources” and through the Amar Chitra Katha, a comic-book version of epic and 
religious stories. 

On the pages dedicated to both men and women, most of the postings are by 
men, who seem to be the assumed audience and speakers. Pages that promise neu- 
tral access to the day’s news quickly lead one into scenes of violence and violation. 
The pages are sprinkled with accounts of terrorism, relations between India and 
Pakistan, Hindu/Muslim and Hindu/Christian relationships in India, and a history 
of India that begins with the Aryan invasion theory, and ends with the Islamic inva- 
sion of India and the effect of Islamic rule (never represented as a theory that could 
be disputed). India under Islamic rule begins with the Ramjanamabhoomi temple, 
travels through the destruction of Hindu temples, and almost comes toa close with 
the Hindu Holocaust Museum. Here tradition is constructed through modernity, 
through mandating desire around the lost, around use in seizure, around senti- 
mental affiliation to land and place. Proper religion becomes national religion, here 
articulated specifically as discussions conducted freely in the diaspora and on the 
net. The site for economics is empty; it has no postings. So the question of capital 
is deliberately occluded, inserted without question into the simple spaces of reli- 
gion/culture and public discussion. 

I suggest, using the dense time line above, that the discussions on Fire must be 
considered in relation to other kinds of debates that seem to be different but, in 
fact, cohere around certain nodes. One is the question of religion, and the ways in 
which religion gets settled into certain notions of property—religion as property, 
and religion sedimented into certain sites that become the proper property of groups 
of citizens. The other is the question of cultural capital, what constitutes capital 
that ought to travel, and traverse national borders, and what constitutes the proper 
allocation of capital in relation to nationhood, nationality, and locality. The third 
is the way that voting banks come to define what forms political opinion. Publics 
are formed in relation to property and capital, simultaneously religious, political, 
and cultural. 

The circulations, repressions, and incitements of Fire were profoundly and simul- 
taneously national and transnational. The film reads very differently in the United 
States and in South Asia. In the United States, a viewer unfamiliar with South Asia 
or a South Asian viewer unfamiliar with Indian-language literature and cinema 
needs to have the film “unpacked.” Its registers have to be translated to enable 
them to see its alignments and gestures. In South Asia, the film can be read imme- 
diately, and what may be subtly subdued for diasporic audiences becomes need- 
lessly excessive. Here the film overstates its critiques of tradition and Hinduism 
through the disruption of a middle-class urban household. The plot can be under- 
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stood as one safely ensconced in a Bollywood lineage—the trials and tribulations 
of difficult love. The plot of love against the grain within a joint family is a genre 
with a long history, beginning in the nineteenth century (think Rabindranath 
Tagore). In that genre, heteropatriarchy of a sort (usually anticolonial nationalist) 
is the ground for the disruptions provoked by desire and the resolutions offered for 
those provocations. Rarely does the triangle go awry, lodging desire in places of 
sexed sameness. 

Deepa Mehta, presenting her film in the United States, was repeatedly asked 
again and again to account for her representations of masculinity. The nonresident 
Indian student at the women’s college was no exception—she spoke for the viola- 
tions that circulate in the diaspora. In South Asia, neither men nor women seem 
to have obsessed about masculinity. Instead, the three nodes of incitement, each 
produced through the other, were Indianness, women and sexuality, and the free- 
dom of expression in the public sphere. Who has the right to speak for and about 
tradition, co control its production? Who has the right to speak for and of women? 
And who has the right to control discourse in the public sphere? 

Both supporters and detractors of Fire assumed that women were the film’s ideal 
target audience. Its supporters said that all women needed to see the film; they 
claimed that women turned out in droves to see it and that some women saw it 
more than once. The film was said to provide choices for a// women. 

Some of the film’s detractors invoked motherhood; they claimed that some inno- 
cent women who had never been exposed to such perversion would be swayed by 
the film to leave their failing marriages and their children. They would learn the 
“message” (from the West) that they did not have to stay in miserable marriages.32 
“Dilip Kumar,” said Bal Thackeray, “seems to have spread like an epidemic guide- 
lines to unhappy wives not to depend on their husbands.”33 The sanctity of mar- 
riage was at stake and a Muslim man was responsible for the infection. Though 
lesbians were rarely named, they were the specter in these right-wing speakings. 
Discussions of tradition occasionally incorporated lesbians only to expel them into 
the West. In one newspaper report of the Delhi candlelight vigil, che CALERI ban- 
ner with the slogan “We are Indians. Lesbianism is our heritage” was described 
thus: “A banner screamed.” The verb screamed indicates how those who break the 
social contract of silence are heard.34 

In India, in the debates over Fire, the public sphere was formed through bring- 
ing together nationalisms and Indian citizenship. The fiduciary rights that accrued 
to cultural nationalisms were at stake here, and the debate centered around what 
forms these nationalisms might take and which citizens would have access to con- 
trolling them. The debate resolved itself in appeals to the Constitution. The writ 
in the Supreme Court sought to uphold all citizens’ democratic rights to free view- 
ing and showing. It demanded an open public sphere, open for discussion, open to 
multiple representations that could be articulated and watched in safety. The film 
was sent back to the Board of Censors under Article 6 of the Constitution, which 
permits the government to evoke emergency powers against threats to public order. 
Shabana Azmi, writing in the Times of India on December 17, 1998, critiqued Bal 
Thackeray for intimating that Dilip Kumar, a Muslim, could not be a real Indian.35 

One moment seems worth noting because though it appeared incidental to the 
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general discussion on Fire it is relevant co the debates on culture traveling across 
borders. Pramod Mahajan, Maharashtra minister for information and broadcast- 
ing), said that the right to information should be guarded as a basic right of the 
people and that his ministry would endeavor to ensure that information would be 
free from control. However, he added that as far as Indian films were concerned, 
since many of them were being seen by Indians abroad, steps should be taken to 
ensure that the country’s culture was projected correctly.36 

In the disputes conducted around Xena, Warrior Princess and the “Sleaze Ball,” 
the publics produced outside the borders of the nation-state argued for a different 
assembly of nationality and citizenship from those that speak from within India. 
Nationality traverses borders, finding its definition through religion as culture, and 
carries with it the same registers that religious/cultural nationality has when it is 
defined within India. Buc citizenship breaks away from the territory of the Indian 
nation-state to be articulated as either global, or as a kind of belonging vested in 
another, “Western” nation, such as the United States, Australia, New Zealand, or 
Great Britain. This despite, or perhaps because of, the ways that groups whose range 
of operation is supposed to be India, like the right-wing organization Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad, cross borders to ensure that proper attitudes to Hinduism prevail and 
that only appropriate kinds of Hinduism travel as culture outside Indian borders. 
Cultural capital is invested in religion, and its control is mandated through the 
body whose investments have failed. Political capital or economic capital is never 
explicitly marked or marketed, Its returns appear only in sidelines—as investments 
in bodies thought to have lost class, or in histories that propose Hinduism as a reli- 
gion under siege by the political mandates thought to reside in Muslim commu- 
nities, 

Whether viewed in Indian diasporic communities, at a women’s college in the 
United States, or in urban sites in India, Fire seems to have demanded chat its 
detractors and supporters consider sex in relation to political economies. This 
becomes clearer when Fire is considered in relation to representations of reli- 
gion/sexuality, like Xena and the ball, that occur in the diaspora. It is clear that the 
force of the debates, discussions, evocations of sex framed by capital, differentials 
in value, tradition, nation, diaspora, and the censorship of speech constituted as 
“excitable” engenders bodies sometimes abstract, sometimes unfortunately solid — 
body violated, male or female religious body sullied, women’s bodies that need pro- 
tection, body that must have access to liberal rights of choice, of freedom. It is also 
clear that bringing Fire to the fore to site these discussions aligns them in unex- 
pected ways. It transmutes the body of person into forms of the body politic. And 
here, the formal representatives of politicized bodies negotiate traversals—some- 
times deliberately, sometimes askance. 

The ethics offered by the continuing disputations around Fire need to be con- 
textualized by a rigorous demand neither to keep the constitutional body politic 
as nation in place, nor to keep the body as body violated (and therefore squelching 
discussion) in place. These ethics also need to be attended to in their particulari- 
ties, so that, at the very least, communalism becomes an axis for an analysis of same- 
sex sexuality, and so that the kinds of gestures, modulations, differences that 
transmute bodies away from abstraction are taken into account in matters of pol- 
icy (that themselves attend to such located transmutations). 
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Monica Bachmann 


In Deepa Mehta's 1998 film Fire, the two protagonists discuss the problem of 
communicating information about their relationship. After Radha’s husband 
walks in on the women while they are being physically intimate, she tells Sica, 
“I only wish he hadn't found out by accident; I wanted to tel! him.” Sita replies, 
“What would you have said? ‘Goodbye, Ashok, J am leaving you for Sita. I love 
her but not like a sister-in-law’? Now listen, Radha, there's no word in our lan- 
guage for what we are, how we feel for each other.” Radha agrees: “Perhaps you're 
right. Seeing is less complicated.” 

This exchange highlights the representational difficulties pertaining not only 
to the family relations within the film, but also to the film itself, as it circulates 
in India and elsewhere. As the first widely distributed unambiguous represen- 
tation of lesbian love in India, Fire evoked strong responses from a range of com- 
peting and overlapping interests: nationalist, feminist, homophobic, communal, 
and progay forces have put forward widely varying interpretations of the film's 
meanings and effects. Radha asserts chat seeing is less complicated than telling; 
however, the firestorm of public discourse raised in response to this film demon- 
strates that when it comes to the vexed intersection of sexuality and culture, 
there is nothing simple about either seeing or telling. 

While in the West Fire is seen primarily as a lesbian movie, in India and 
among the Indian diaspora the film takes on more complex meanings, partici- 
pating in related but distinct debates about representations of Hinduism, the 
influence of the West, standards of obscenity, and the role of women in the fam- 
ily and in society. Critics who want to discuss in the Indian media the politics 
of lesbianism and its representation must first establish female homosexual rela- 
tions as a topic separable from these other concerns. But these critics, homo- 
phobic and otherwise, inevitably return to the connections between lesbianism 
and other issues, demonstrating that no single aspect of the film can be entirely 
separated from the work as a whole, indeed from the larger political and eco- 
nomic relations in which it circulates. 
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Geeta Patel’s essay in this volume recounts in detail the right-wing attack on 
Fire in India; my essay focuses on Indian left-wing, liberal, and feminist debates 
sparked by the Shiv Sena’s attacks on the film. Many writers on all sides assert that 
the controversy about the film constitutes India’s first major public discussion of 
lesbianism. Like a pyrophyte tree, whose seeds only germinate after exposure to the 
extreme heat of a forest fire, discourse about female same-sex desire has proliferated 
following the release of the film. 

Some commentators believe that this representation of lesbianism and the ensu- 
ing discussion present a danger to society, a corrupting force that will undermine 
the social order they cherish. Others value the film for precisely the same reason, 
the open representation of a female homosexual relationship as loving and positive. 
A number of writers who themselves identify as gay or lesbian testify to the liber- 
ating effect of finally seeing this issue brought into the light of day. As S. L.,a mem- 
ber of the Campaign for Lesbian Rights, notes, “By the morning of December 8 it 
had all happened. ... The word ‘lesbian’ was on the front pages of every newspa- 
per I picked up in Delhi. LESBIAN. It looked odd and our-of-place.”! It looked 
out of place because of what S. L. and other Campaign for Lesbian Rights (CALERI) 
members refer to as “a conspiracy of silence,” the intense social pressure forcing 
people involved in homosexuality to hide those relations. S. L. describes this con- 
spiracy, and the roll it takes on its victims: “Don’t let your family know who you 
are and how you live, nor many of your friends, certainly not co-workers, not your 
boss, as also neighbours, not to mention (neither last nor least) your landlords . . . 
never, never speak about who you are and how you live. Silence. That will protect 
you." The CALERI report repeatedly expresses the importance of speaking out, 
breaking the enforced silence about lesbian lives. 

In an early response to the film, media studies scholar Shohini Ghosh also dis- 
cusses the importance of seeing female desire, particularly female same-sex desire, 
on the screen. Citing Terry Castle's discussion of the apparitional lesbian in numer- 
ous Western literary and cinematic works,3 Ghosh asserts, “Female bonding, 
whether homosocial or homo-erotic, have been largely absent from the Indian film 
screen. They have existed either as suggestions or in fleeting moments only to dis- 
appear into the margins. Fire is the first film to bring women in love out of the mar- 
gins into the mainstream and provide a body to the shadow-like subliminal lesbian 
of film narrative in India."4 

In spite of her criticisms of the film’s artistic merit, Ghosh argues that Fire is 
important because it represents female sexual agency and female homosexuality in 
an unambiguous way. “[T]hose in the audience waiting to see women in love,” she 
writes, “need no longer read against the grain.”> In an article in the Economic and 
Political Weekly, feminist legal scholar Ratna Kapur echoes this sentiment: “After 
years we actually have che representation of female sexual pleasure on screen—in 
this instance lesbian rather than heterosexual pleasure.”6 

These writers figure silence as an obstacle to social change, and assert the role of 
speech in the process of securing the rights of a group whose oppression has been 
rendered invisible. This rhetoric, long familiar from the three decades of the West's 
gay rights movement, also mirrors at least one strand of the Indian women’s move- 
ment, which has stressed the need for women to begin to speak out about violence 
and dangers confronted within the family and the workplace. For example, in 1984 
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Manushi cofounder and editor Madhu Kishwar wrote, “One special feature of 
women’s oppression is the way they have been trained to consider many crucial areas 
of their oppression and exploitation unmentionable. ... Unless the censorship 
imposed on women by their family, community and society at large, and internal- 
ized by women in all areas of life, is made a political issue, women’s voices are not 
likely to be heard in social and political life.”7 These comments are particularly 
inceresting in light of Kishwar's recent assertion that silence rather than speech is 
the best strategy for people involved in homosexual relationships. 

In a lengthy, scathing commentary on Fire in Manusbi, Kishwar claims that 
homosexuals face no persecution in India. She cites two examples of public figures 
suspected of being or known to be gay, and insists that these figures are publicly 
respected, and never attacked for cheir sexuality. Claiming that India presents an 
open climate for people inclined toward same-sex desire, Kishwar nevertheless her- 
self reveals the workings of homophobia, as she holds out the promise of limited 
acceptance and tolerance of homosexuality only in che absence of its open expres- 
sion or representation. “India,” she writes, “despite more than two centuries of west- 
ern influence and indoctrination, has still not become homophobic. While there is 
pressure on all to get married, chis has not resulted in the extinction of sexual 
engagement with persons of the same gender. A space for bisexuality usually 
remains.”8 It is surely disingenuous to assume that because homosexual or bisex- 
ual behavior is not entirely “extinct” in India, no oppression exists. As Manushi has 
reported many times in other contexts, the pressure to marry is often overwhelm- 
ing, involving the most extreme coercion through violence and economic necessity. 
The effects of this enforced heterosexuality on homosexually inclined people is by 
now well documented.9 The “space” supposedly available for bisexuality is the space 
of hiding and dissembling, of risking life, limb, and position.!° 


Lesbians versus Women? 


Kishwar sees the open expression of female homoeroticism as a threat to Indian 
women’s ability freely to express physical affection. She cites practices of massage, 
hugging, and oiling one another's hair as evidence that female-female intimacy is 
totally accepted among Indians. This tolerance, however, stops short of accepting 
a lesbian sexual relationship, which might include all the intensity, sexual intimacy, 
and commitment associated with passionate heterosexual marriage and lover 
relationships. Kishwar writes that “in most Indian families, even when sexual over- 
tones develop in the relationship of two women situated as are Radha and Sita, no 
one generally gets upset about it provided people don’t go around flaunting their 
sexual engagement with each other.”!! Purposefully ambiguous, the term overtones 
implies that the relationship might be somewhat erotic, but is not fully sexual. 
This formulation then denies space to women who do choose to make their relation- 
ships with each other overtly sexual. The choice of the loaded word flawnting here 
also betrays the writer's bias: heterosexual relationships that trumpet themselves 
from the rooftops, as in marriage, are not “flaunting,” but homosexual ones that 
emerge from hiding are. 

“By crudely pushing the Radha-Sita relationship into the lesbian mould,” 
Kishwar writes, “Ms Mehta has done a big disservice to the cause of women.”!2 
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Women here stands in for heterosexual women; apparently lesbians are something 
other than women. Using a convoluted form of illogic, Kishwar argues that the 
increasing visibility of lesbian relations will make “women” self-conscious about 
expressing affection toward other women for fear that they may be seen as lesbians. 
Of course this point contradicts her earlier assertion that Indian society is not homo- 
phobic; if gay people and same-sex erotic relationships were fully accepted, then 
nonlesbian women would not worry about the possibility of being seen as lesbian. 
The very real dangers inherent in being seen (correctly or incorrectly) as lesbian 
stem not from the supposed indiscretions of lesbians themselves but from a het- 
erosexist and male supremacist society. Entirely missing in Kishwar's analysis is 
precisely what the ending of Mehta's film shows: the possibility of women not just 
enjoying acceptable affection within the joint household, not stealing intimate 
moments together, but rather choosing to make their relationship primary, choos- 
ing a life together apart from the demands of compulsory heterosexual marriage. 
Also missing is what many heterosexual people take for granted: the ability to be 
open with the world about intimate relationships.!3 

Kishwar’s stance, though not unique, represents just one possible feminist 
response to the increasing visibility of lesbians. Writing in the Economic and Political 
Weekly, Carol Upadhya points out that the lesbian relationship in Fire functions as 
a model of resistance to male control of female sexuality, a model that is open to 
all women, homosexual or heterosexual.!4 Upadhya sees the film as a challenge to 
the version of traditional Indian values advocated by che Shiv Sena, the construc- 
tion of the Indian family as dominated by men’s power, men’s desires. She writes, 
“The justification for [Shiv Sena’s) action—that the film is against ‘Indian tradi- 
tion’ because it depicts a lesbian relationship—demonstrates that Indian ‘culture’ 
for the Sangh parivar is defined essentially in terms of male control over female sex- 
uality.”!5 She writes that Fire portrays two women who resist and reject men’s 
power, and argues that the depiction of Radha and Sita’s desire for each other makes 
more space for all women to challenge oppressive family and social relations. 
Situating Mehta's depiction of a lesbian relationship within a larger critique of male 
control of women’s sexuality, Upadhya sees the film as a feminist, not just a les- 
bian, project. 


No Homophobia in India? 


Many Manusbi readers wrote in response to Kishwar's article, and in the next three 
issues she published a selection of these letters. Some agreed with her assessment 
of che film, while others took issue with her stance on the status of gay people in 
Indian society. For example, Bisakha Sen objected to the editor's assertion that “les- 
bianism was quite accepted in India.” She suggests that the India in which she grew 
up must have been a different country from the one described in Kishwar's article. 
In her middle-class family, she writes, “Homosexuality was taboo, period! While 
nobody thumped religious texts, homosexuality was considered ridiculous, weird, 
sick and perverted. If anyone in my generation in the family had come out as a gay, 
the family’s reactions would have made southern Baptists in the USA proud.”!6 

Shreya Kishore also contests the picture of a tolerant Indian society, writing, 
“Ms. Kishwar personally knows gay men and women who have not lost their jobs 
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but she must know that homosexuality is 2 criminal offence in India, you cannot 
admit being a homosexual and keep a job. She must also know the trauma, the lies, 
the deceit that go into ensuring that the job is not lost. Her interaction is too wide 
for her not to know of men and women, particularly women, driven to desperation, 
to neurosis, to suicide, and of women abused emotionally and physically because 
of their sexual preferences.”!7 

In a moving testimony, Kishore argues that the kind of hole-and-corner sexual 
opportunities that Kishwar says should satisfy gay people are not enough: “[the 
editor suggests that] since such opportunities are available and no one complains 
if one is quick, clever and discreet, why the fuss? I resent this construction. I find 
it insulting. It is not just about sex in an alley. It is also not only about sleeping 
with a same sex partner. It’s about waking up together, about having a life cogether 
and not having to lie about it.”!8 In a second letter, Kishore reasserts that gay 
people in India are not free to disclose their identities and relationships. 
“Incidentally,” she writes, “as you know people who admit to being gay/lesbian — 
keep their government jobs—have no trouble on that account and live like any- 
one else—could you please let me know who they might be?”!9 Of course these 
names are not forthcoming from the editor. Kishore goes on, “I am a moderately 
paid management professional but wouldn't mind working as a clerk in any gov- 
ernment office which allows me to write ‘Ms. Lesbian partner’ in the appropriate 
column for Provident Fund nomination.”20 Again, Kishore here asserts the need 
for gay people to be able co openly declare not only their identity and desire but 
also their kinship relationships, on par with those of heterosexual people. 

Kishwar's response to Kishore illustrates some of the ways in which this issue is 
bound up with India's colonial past and with questions of “Indian tradition,” a 
phrase used to justify-conflicting positions in the debate. Kishwar acknowledges 
that “homosexuality is listed as an offence in the Indian Penal Code enacted by the 
British in 1860."2! But she claims that the presence of this law does not indicate 
discrimination or oppression in Indian society; some Indians, she writes, respond 
to homosexuality with abhorrence. “But that is not the standard response of Indian 
society because our tradition ... does not creat it either as a moral or a criminal 
offence. Homophobia is a legacy of our colonial past, not our traditional past.”22 
Toa woman in present-day India who is held prisoner by her family seeking to keep 
her from joining her female lover, to a gay man fired from his job, it hardly mat- 
ters in which pase we might locate the origins of homophobia. Despite the British 
origins of the antisodomy law and the Victorian source of at least some of India’s 
homophobia, those laws and attitudes are today being enforced in independent 
India. Double-think allows Kishwar to assert both that homophobia does not exist 
in India, and chat it does exist but originates with the British, and is therefore not 
“really” Indian. 


Homophobia/Homosexuality: Indian Tradition/Western Import? 


Just as Kishwar asserts that homophobia is an undesirable Western import, many 
right-wing critics of the film Fire argue that homosexuality itself is the Western 
import. This was Shiv Sena chief Bal Thackery’s main argument against Fire: “Is it 
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fair to show such things which are not part of Indian culture? It can corrupt ten- 
der minds. It is a sort of a social AIDS.”23 Where Kishwar implies that Victorian 
homophobia corrupted che minds of previously tolerant Indians, Thackery sees 
innocent Indians being corrupted by imported representations of never-heard-of- 
before homosexuality. Continuing the disease metaphor, he asks, “Has lesbianism 
spread like an epidemic .. . that it should be portrayed as a guideline to unhappy 
wives not to depend on their husbands and is this the meaning and message that 
should be given to spoil younger generations and those who have no idea about 
it?"24 Muktar Abbas Naqvi, the Union minister of state for information and broad- 
casting, expressed a similar view when he sent the film back to the censor board 
following the Shiv Sena attacks. He asserted that “the protests showed that what- 
ever was being depicted in the film was not ‘Indian culture,’”25 and claimed that 
“lesbianism is a pseudo-feminist trend borrowed from the West and is no part of 
Indian womanhood. "26 

While Kishwar and others assert that homophobia is an import from abroad, 
and Thackeray and the Shiv Sena label homosexuality an invading virus, some 
defenders of the film’s representation of lesbianism have also taken up the flag of 
“tradition,” asserting chat female homoeroticism is indeed a part of traditional 
Indian culture. In one of the clearest expressions of this idea, some lesbians demon- 
strating against the Shiv Sena protests and the withdrawal of the film displayed a 
banner reading “lesbianism is our Indian heritage.” Another banner at the Regal 
Theater protest read, “Indian and lesbian.”27 A Delhi University lecturer told a 
heckler who objected to the linking of lesbianism and Indian tradition, “Go and 
ask your nanis and dadis {maternal and paternal grandmothers] and they will cell 
you lesbianism is not new to our culture. The massagewalis know it’s there and folk 
songs tell you its [sic] there.”28 Similarly, gay activist Ashok Row Kavi referred to 
the presence of lesbianism in India’s past, saying that “this entire jingbang should 
get its head checked first. What's wrong in two women having sex? If they think 
it doesn’t happen in the Indian society they should see the sculptures of Khajuraho 
or Konark.”29 Journalist Bachi Karkaria also cited early representations of same- 
sex desire: “When you are heir to the breathtakingly permissive Kama Sutra, why 
confine yourself to the missionary position on sexuality? . .. Homosexuality didn’t 
need a visa to enter India, it was already here."30 The Hindu right may claim a spe- 
cial relationship co India’s past, but that same past is also claimed by lesbian- 
identified women and their supporters. 


Landmark or Landmine? 


The evidence is strong that female homoeroticism has been present on the sub- 
continent for a very long time. However, until recently, rextual representations of 
such relations have been somewhat rare.3! While all commentators agreed that Fire 
sparked perhaps the first widespread public discussion of lesbianism, not all liberal 
or left-wing writers agreed on the value of this debate. Some, who found the film’s 
cinematic quality unremarkable, thought its primary value lay precisely in the 
debate surrounding the film. Thus, Rima Banerji asserts, “Fire's most compelling 
point is the manner in which it has become a truly public text, the subject of con- 
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troversy in the media and among viewers. ... The fact that it has elicited such 
strong reactions from critics and spectators is perhaps its most notable redeeming 
quality. ... For those of us who are lesbians, the film is a milestone because it has 
pushed the politics of same-sex love into the limelight with an unprecedented 
amount of publicity and hype."32 

One person’s milestone is another's lavender herring. Several commentators 
thought the debate was a waste of time and energy that could have been beter 
spent on other more significant issues. Mary John and Tejaswini Niranjana set up 
an opposition becween sexuality and what they posit as the more important con- 
cerns of a class- and caste-conscious feminism: “Fire represents patriarchy as being 
founded on the denial of female sexuality. A whole range of oppressive structures 
targeting myriad aspects of women’s lives become obscured in this narrowing of 
critical range, this compulsion to name a root cause of women’s subordination. "33 
Ina critical move that says more about their own ideas concerning the role of art 
in movements for social change than about the particular weaknesses of the film, 
the writers look for and fail co find a political manifesto in a text that operates 
within the generic conventions of romantic narrative. 

C. M. Naim also takes the film co task for not doing that which it never sets out 
to do. He constructs an unnecessary.opposition between Fire and its supporters on 
the one hand, and feminists concerned with more “important” issues on the other. 
Having critiqued the film for what he sees as its collusion with stereotypes of les- 
bianism and of Muslims, Naim concludes, “More importantly, something else got 
excluded in all the noisy defence of the film as a bold statement on lesbianism, 
namely che all too pervasive violence against women in India."34 He writes chat 
during the week that the national press was preoccupied with the uproar about Fire, 
only one paper reported what Naim sees as “the news that truly represented the 
anti-women agenda of the Hindutva brigade.”3> The BJP government in Uttar 
Pradesh dismantled the State Women’s Commission, and the rate of crimes against 
women was reported to have increased sharply. Naim presents these crimes—dowry 
deaths, rapes, abductions—as the real problems of Indian women, failing to make 
the connection between the ways in which, under a system of compulsory hetero- 
sexuality, these issues also affect lesbian women, and the ways in which closing 
down women’s erotic, kinship, and affectional choices affects all women. 

There is surprising agreement here between commentators who otherwise take 
rather different positions on women’s issues. Kishwar, in her six-page response to 
critics, takes a position not far from Niranjana’s, John’s, or Naim’s. Stating that les- 
bianism belongs to the realm of “domestic and emotional melodramas and marital 
or sexual relations,”36 she contrasts these supposedly unimportant topics with seri- 
ous political matters “that are important to both women and men such as India’s 
farm policy, economic reforms, ethnic conflicts, sanitation, health and education.”37 
This strategy of trivializing the life-and-death concerns of sexual minorities occurs 
too in the rhetoric of antifeminists, both in India and in the West, who would con- 
fine concerns about sexuality and intimate relationships co the realm of the per- 
sonal, not the political. Analysis has shown that separating these two spheres is 
impossible, linked as they are by kinship and economic structures that encompass 
both the most intimate and the most public relations. 
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Shohini Ghosh, while also expressing criticisms of the film, cakes seriously the 
implications of its groundbreaking lesbian representation and the conventions and 
limitations of its scope as “a love story that challenges many assumptions. "38 Rather 
than setting up lesbianism and feminism as opposed to each other, Ghosh makes a 
connection between the film's depiction of sexuality and its construction of gender. 
“It will remain a pioneering film,” she writes, “in that it casts gender as a con- 
struction involving factors far more complex, fluid and abstract than biology would 
have us believe. Thereby it counters simple biological definitions of male and female 
that are frequently used to justify homophobia.”39 This analysis links lesbianism 
and feminism through the concept of gender construction. The visible representa- 
tion of female same-sex desire, Ghosh argues, unsettles definitions of gender that 
keep women, quite literally, in their place within the heterosexual home. 


Whose Right to Speak? 


Among the forces demonstrating against the Shiv Sena attacks, participants dis- 
agreed about the focus and significance of the protests. Some protestors wanted to 
focus on the issue of censorship and free speech, playing down the actual lesbian 
content of the film, and the homophobia inherent in the right-wing attacks. An 
activist from the women’s group Jagori stated, “Lesbianism is incidental. What we 
are fighting for is the right to express ourselves.”40 In the CALERI report, S. L. 
discusses the conflict between those who wanted to stress democratic rights and 
freedom of speech in general and those who wished to bring forward the specific 
issue of lesbian rights as she notes, “Interestingly, some of the individuals and 
groups who had joined in to protest the attack on ‘freedom of speech and expres- 
sion’ and ‘democratic rights’ were upset and vitriolic about the same freedoms being 
extended to a minority in a peaceful and democratic public protest. We were 
severely criticised both before and after: why did we have to be visible, how did we 
dare to use the word ‘lesbian'?"4! 

S. L. points out the contradiction inherent in some free-speech protestors’ 
requests that lesbians censor themselves: “there was a presumption that if we talked 
about freedoms and rights, then lesbians would join in without ever questioning 
the utter irony of it: where are the freedoms and rights to speech and expression 
for sexual minorities?”42 According to the CALERI report, filmmakers involved in 
the protests were also interested only in the anticensorship issue, not in the spe- 
cific issue of securing human rights for lesbians. The report also refers to an 
unnamed “women’s group” that circulated a signature campaign letter demanding 
that the film be reopened in Delhi cheaters, while omitting any mention of sexu- 
ality. On the other hand, as Ratna Kapur points out, some of the lesbians who 
protested the canceling of the film’s screenings have not consistently supported free 
expression in the context of other bans or restrictions: “Feminists, and I would add, 
lesbians have often served as barricades against free speech rather than as its active 
promoters. "43 

The storm of commentary and countercommentary about Fire proves wrong Sita’s 
statement, “there's no word in our language for what we are, how we feel for each 
other.” The many conflicting voices tell us that while there may be no adequate 
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single word, there is certainly no shortage of words deployed to explain what we are, 
to interpret and reinterpret the fiery images on contemporary India’s cultural screen. 
Participants disagree, often violently, about the content and meaning of “Indian 
tradition.” The complexity of that tradition can best be seen precisely in the imbri- 
cation of many discourses in this historically specific battle over representation and 
reality. 
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